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ABSTRACT

“ROCKING THE BOAT”: USING CRITICAL LITERACY TO CHALLENGE
HETEROSEXISM IN A PUBLIC SCHOOL
MAY 2008
SARA LEWIS-BERNSTEIN YOUNG
B.A., SCHOOL FOR INTERNATIONAL TRAINING
M.S.T., NEW SCHOOL FOR SOCIAL RESEARCH
Ed.D. UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST
Directed by: Professor Masha K. Rudman

This critical ethnographic practitioner research study explored the ways
critical multicultural pedagogies supported students with situated privilege to use
critical literacy to understand and challenge heterosexism in a public school.
Situated privilege denotes relative privilege in terms of one social identity or
group and not necessarily another, so although some of the students in this study
did not have privilege in terms of race or ability, they were all identified as
heterosexual and thus had privilege in terms of sexual orientation.
These students were enrolled in a Contemporary Issues class which I
taught where they developed critical literacy strategies and initiated an action
project, which disrupted the heterosexism in the school. Through this critical
literacy project they held a Day of Solidarity where they made visible the support
for people of all sexual orientations and formed a Gay Straight Alliance with other
students in the school.
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I reviewed literature centered on heterosexism in public schools,
scholarship on critical literacy theory and applications, and theories of
multicultural education and critical pedagogies.

Drawing on critical multicultural

analysis and critical discourse analysis, I analyzed student writing, transcripts of
class discussions, interviews with students and school personnel, students’
surveys, and other artifacts along with my fieldnotes to explore the students’
development of critical literacy and social justice activism.
I found that using critical multicultural pedagogies emphasizing critical
literacy can help prepare and motivate students with situated privilege to interrupt
their own behavior and reinvent themselves as allies and agents of change.
Some of the ways the students developed critical literacy were specific to their
situated privilege. These included recognizing their own privilege and role in
maintaining oppression, understanding the dynamics of oppression,
problematizing their own participation in dominant Discourses, identifying as
allies, and developing an awareness and willingness to use their power to take
social action.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION:
THE JOURNEY TO CRITICAL LITERACY WITH STUDENTS
WITH SITUATED PRIVILEGE
Background
I received my Master’s Degree in Education in New York City at the New
School for Social Research, which emphasized urban education and social
justice. I was a white middle class liberal armed with Freire and Delpit and ready
to save the world, one student at a time.

I started my high school teaching in

Jamaica Queens at Queens Satellite Academy, an alternative public school for
students who were not successful in the New York City public high schools.
These students were Black and Hispanic, most qualified for free or reduced
lunch, they were in and out of the courts, several were pregnant, and they had all
been unsuccessful in school, which is how they ended up at Satellite. These
were “oppressed” students and I loved working with them. I learned a lot from
them too - about privilege and oppression and in the end they saved me and we
learned together.
When I left Satellite, I moved to New England where I was offered a job
at Jones Junior and Senior High School. When I discovered my students were
now 95% white and only 5% lived at or below the poverty line, I was convinced
this would not be a school where I would want to stay. How could I do this social
justice work which I was so committed to at a white middle class school?
Early on I discovered the answer to my question. In my senior English
class I asked my students to write autobiographical pieces which could be used
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as college essays. One of my students was applying to a college where the
essay question asked students to reflect on how they could contribute to or
benefit from a diverse school community. In her essay she wrote that she knew
a “colored boy” whose father beat him with his belt. She could contribute to a
diverse community by sharing her information about “colored” people with others
who might not know about them. My jaw hit the ground and it took me a little
while to get it back, but when I did, it was brilliantly clear to me at that moment
that there is social justice work to be done everywhere. And so I began to teach
for social justice in a school where “colored” was the “good word,” where some
who didn’t use the “good word” had Confederate Flag stickers on their cars and
where “retard” and “homo” were tossed around nonchalantly in the halls of a
school where “shit” or “damn” would land you a detention at the very least.
I stayed seven years and taught through critical multicultural pedagogies,
integrating a broad definition of culture, an awareness of power, and a quest for
social justice into my work with these students who were privileged in many
ways. In particular, I emphasized critical literacy strategies hoping that I could
help students to understand not only the denotation of words such as “colored”
but also the connotations they take on within the ideologically constructed world
where they are used. I hoped that once they understood the power of language
that they would take action to interrupt oppression resulting in a more just society
for everyone.

2

Contemporary Issues Class
Contemporary Issues is an elective class open to students in grades nine
through twelve, which I started at Jones.

I designed the class using a negotiated

curriculum because I believe that powerful learning occurs when students’
inquiries are followed as they feel invested in what they are studying. This type
of ownership over learning allows students to explore issues that are important to
them and requires their active involvement in the creation of knowledge, which
shapes the reality in which we live.
In Contemporary Issues Class, several times during the year the students
generated themes that were important to their lives. These topics or areas for
inquiry were broad, ranging from the Presidential election to Fast Food to the war
in Iraq to gay rights. After brief discussions about the topics, students chose
topics for individual inquiry and whole class exploration. I asked students to vote
for all of the topics which they wanted to tackle as a whole class so that we could
focus on issues that were relevant to the class as a whole. While none of the
students in the school at the time identified as gay, lesbian, bisexual or
transgender (LGBT), homophobia and gay rights received a unanimous vote.
The work that began in this unit is the subject of this dissertation.
Why did students who were identified as straight consider homophobia
and gay rights as a topic of study? Certainly same sex marriage and hate crimes
based on sexual orientation had been in the news. Some of the students also
had family members or friends who were in same sex relationships. I also had a
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reputation in the school for talking about these issues. In all of my English and
History classes I included sexual orientation as I introduced the social identities
of authors, leaders, and other figures in history.

In my United States History

Class, I included the Gay Rights Movement when I taught about the Civil Rights
Movement, the American Indian Movement, the Asian American Movement and
other social movements during the second half on the 20th century. In Sociology
we talked about homophobia, heterosexism, and sexual orientation and in
Contemporary Issues past classes had addressed homophobia, including a class
three years earlier in which three of the current Contemporary Issues students
had attended.
I started the inquiry by having my students reflect on their own
experiences and beliefs about homosexuality and homophobia and the
manifestations of it which they saw in their school, homes, and community.
Students reflected on the heterosexism they saw on an individual, societal, and
institutional level from a position of privilege. We gathered, discussed,
questioned, and responded to primary and secondary source information. As our
study progressed and the students’ investment deepened, they chose to do an
action project to raise awareness and solidarity with people of all sexual
orientations. The students further developed critical literacy as they negotiated
the language and action of their project with me, the principal, and the rest of the
faculty. They worked to educate the school community about homophobia and
designed and held a Day of Solidarity” to raise awareness of homophobia and
support for people of all sexual orientations. High school students could choose
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to wear jeans and a white t-shirt and/or stickers on this day to demonstrate their
support for people of all sexual orientations. At the same time, several of the
students in this class along with students in my sociology class got together to
start the first Gay-Straight Alliance at the school. Building on the Contemporary
Issues class’ first success, the Gay-Straight Alliance sponsored many more
activities including a second Day of Solidarity the following year. Through our
learning journey, the students and I developed critical literacy and worked to
challenge the heterosexism we saw in ourselves and in our school.

Statement of the Problem
There has been a fair amount of research focused on empowering
“oppressed” students and teaching them through critical multicultural pedagogies
(Gay, 2000; Nieto 2004) and to be critically literate (Giroux, 1993; Shor, 1987;
Ramirez & Gallardo, 2001).

Freire’s (1970/2000) seminal text, Pedagogy of the

Oppressed, which is cited by many who teach critical literacy, is based on his
experience in South America with illiterate adults. Luna (2003) documented her
work with students who were labeled as learning disabled at an Ivy League
college as they developed critical literacy and agency. Christensen (1999) and
Bigelow (1988, 1990) critical literacy practitioners in Portland, Oregon, provide
insights based on their teaching of diverse urban students. Morrell (2004) used
critical literacy research strategies with inner city African American and Latino
students. Blackburn (2003) researched with Queer youth developing critical
literacy in an out of school context.
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Although critical literacy has been used in these and many other contexts
with students who are oppressed, like all multicultural and anti-bias education, it
should be practiced with all students (Nieto, 2004; Derman-Sparks &Ramsey,
2006; Christensen, 1999), including those with situated privilege. Privilege is
unearned power or advantage that one group holds over another simply because
of their assumed social group membership (McIntosh, 2006). For example,
heterosexual couples have privilege in that they may legally marry in all states,
while homosexual couples are denied that right along with the resources and
social power that accompany it. By situated privilege, I mean that since social
identities are complex, one may have relative privilege in terms of one social
identity or group and not another or within one context and not another. For
example, an African American woman assumed to be heterosexual has situated
privilege in relation to sexual orientation, but not in relation to gender or race. If
this same woman is assumed to be a lesbian in another context, she may lose
her situated privilege in terms of sexual orientation. Thus someone may have
relative social power and privilege in some contexts based on certain social
identities, and not in others (Young, 2007).
I think it is dangerous not to use these pedagogies when teaching
students with situated privilege. What happens to more privileged populations as
they grow up? Many of them take positions of power and will continue to
perpetuate a racist, sexist, ableist, classist, heterosexist world if such ideologies
are not interrupted. Further, while critical readings of the word and the world are
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important, re-writing them - taking action to change the structures shaped by
these ideologies must also be considered.

Purpose
The purpose of this study is to provide a practitioner’s perspective of the
possibilities which teaching critical literacy informed by a critical multicultural
pedagogy offers students with situated privilege. As a teacher committed to
social justice, I want to better understand how such pedagogies work with my
students, many of whom are white, middle class, Christian, heterosexual
identifying teens. I also want to explore how such pedagogies function in a
public school to inspire social action.

Research Questions
In order to do this, I keep asking the following:
•

Questions about students with situated privilege: How do students
with situated privilege take up critical literacy around issues where
they have relatively more social power? How can the development
of critical literacy support social activism with students with situated
privilege?

•

Questions about teaching: How can we teach critical literacy
strategies to students with situated privilege? How can teachers
foster the development of critical literacy and social activism in
students with situated privilege?
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•

Questions about challenging heterosexism in schools: How does
heterosexism operate in schools? How can students with situated
privilege disrupt heterosexism in schools? How do schools support
and limit the ability of students to use critical literacy to challenge
this oppression?

Parameters and Limitations
One of the limitations of this study is that it is situated in one school over a
two year period. The study does not include other schools. There also is no
follow up research past the two year time period. This is a qualitative study,
which does not purport statistical significance.
There are other limitations to this research. First and foremost, it is the
writing and voice solely of students, allies, administrators, and teachers - none of
whom identify openly as Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual or Transgender, until two come
out during the second year of research. Largely missing are the voices and
perspectives of LGBT students and staff. While their voices have been
documented through other research (Miceli, 2005; Blackburn, 2004), the
omission of those voices here is a limit of this study. At the time I began this
research there were no openly LGBT students in the school. Because the
political climate at the school and in the community in general was fairly
heterosexist, I did not interview faculty members who identified as LGBT
because I did not want to draw attention to them or put them at risk. As a result,
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the scope of this research is largely limited to those with situated privilege in
terms of sexual orientation.
I am both a participant and a researcher in this project, rather than a
“neutral” observer who has nothing at stake and plenty of time to take fieldnotes.
I believe that no research is truly objective, as it is always filtered through a
researchers’ pen. On the other hand, there are ways to include multiple
perspectives and materials in order to achieve “democratic validity or
trustworthiness” as well as to triangulate findings which adds “process
validity/trustworthiness” (Anderson, Herr, & Nihlen; 2007, p. 41). I have woven
my students’ voices and writings into the data set as well as the voices of other
school practitioners.
I have shared my data and analysis with my students, colleagues, and
peers in the university. In addition, I have had an outside reader who was not
connected to the university or public school, look at my data and analysis in order
to support the credibility of my findings. Through these forms of peer review I was
able to achieve “dialogic validity/trustworthiness” (Anderson, Herr, & Nihlen;
2007, p. 43).
As a participant and researcher, I also developed strategies of data
collection such as tape recording class sessions and writing fieldnotes as soon
as possible after classes each afternoon, in order to document what I was
observing and hearing in a way that would not disrupt the flow of the classes I
was teaching.
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Significance
Critical literacy is a powerful pedagogical and theoretical tool which may
be used by students and teachers to reveal the ideologies and discourses that
limit and shape what is spoken and how it is said. Critical literacy may help
students with situated privilege to understand asymmetrical power relations and
position themselves as allies and border crossers. As such they may be able to
have a transformative effect on their community as they take action for social
justice. While I have located some theory to support this frame (see my literature
review), I have also noticed a gap in the research in this area. Drawing
additionally on critical multicultural pedagogy helps me to look deeper into the
issues of privilege and the development of allies.

Terminology
Heterosexism is the systematic oppression targeted at anyone who is
perceived to be other than heterosexual. As with any bias, there is a privileged
group and a group designated as the “other.” Also as with other biases, the norm
is based on the privileged group, in this case those perceived to be
heterosexuals, and others are labeled as abnormal, deficient, or deviant.
Heterosexism is manifested on the institutional, social, cultural, and individual
levels. Heteronormativity normalizes heterosexuality and forces conformity to
this norm by stigmatizing, marginalizing, silencing, and hiding any deviation from
heterosexuality. Another aspect of heterosexism is homophobia, the fear or
hatred of people who are perceived to be homosexual.
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There are many terms used in the literature which designate various
sexual orientations and gender identities in addition to homosexual (a clinical
term that refers to males who are attracted to males), lesbian (females who are
attracted to females) and heterosexual (attraction to the opposite gender). Gay is
commonly used to refer to men and sometimes women who are attracted to
people of the same gender, while straight is used to describe those who are
attracted to the opposite gender. Bisexual refers to someone who is attracted to
people of both genders. A transsexual person is a person whose gender identity
and biological sex are not the same, for example, biologically a person may be a
male with male reproductive organs, but the person’s gender identity, their
psychological sense of themselves, is female. A transsexual person uses gender
reassignment surgery and hormones to make their gender identity and biological
sex match. Transgender is larger category of people that includes transsexuals
as well as others who do not conform to traditional conceptions of male and
female, homosexual and heterosexual. Queer is a term that has been reclaimed
by some Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual, and Transgender (GLBT) people and has
come to be used as a positive and inclusive way of describing all people who are
targets of heterosexism and homophobia (Griffin & Harro, 1997). Queer, like
dyke, fag, and gay are also used as homophobic slurs in the literature as well as
in popular culture and schools. The connotation of the term therefore is
contingent on the context in which it is used.
I have chosen to use the acronym LGBT (Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual,
Transgender) throughout my dissertation for consistency, except in quotations
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where students or scholars in the field use other acronyms or words. Other
scholars and activists use a range of acronyms including GLBT, LGBTQ or
GLBTQ (Queer), LGBTQQ or GLBTQQ (Questioning). LGBT is the acronym that
appeared in most of the literature which I used with my students and it was also
the acronym that the university panelists used in their conversations with my
students. Some of the students also use GLBT. The language, however, is
changing quickly and “queer” and “questioning” appear in much of the current
literature as well as in current panels by the university students. If I started this
research today, I would likely use LGBTQQ as it is a more inclusive term.
However, the language we used in the classroom and school at large was LGBT,
and I want to represent the work that we did as accurately as possible.

Outline of the Dissertation
In the second chapter, I will review the literature that I draw on to frame
this study. The first literature review will focus on resistance to heterosexism in
public schools. I begin by exploring the prevalence and nature of homophobia
and heterosexism in public schools. I then move to the responses of students
and teachers, and focus on the ways heterosexism is resisted in public schools,
including the formation of Gay Straight Alliances. Finally, I explore the role of
allies in Gay Straight Alliances and beyond and identify gaps in the current
research in terms of the roles of allies as well as school based studies that
explore the discourses through which heterosexism in perpetuated and
challenged within schools.
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My second literature review will synthesize the research on critical literacy
that addresses issues of action towards social justice, specifically by students
who have situated privilege.

In it I define critical literacy, and look at particular

applications with students with privilege and then turn specifically to sexual
orientation and social action. I conclude by recognizing the small quantity of
literature available that explores critical literacy around issues of sexuality and
social action by students with situated privilege.
In my third literature review, I bring together literature on multicultural
education and critical pedagogy in order to define critical multicultural
pedagogies. I begin by defining critical pedagogies and multicultural education
separately. I then explore definitions or critical multicultural education.

Using

these definitions, I build a definition of critical multicultural pedagogies.
In chapter three I present my research methodologies. I define critical
practitioner-research as a methodology, which is informed by participatory action
research. I also define critical ethnography and “critical literacy projects,” which
draw on critical ethnographic methods to enable students and teachers to use
critical literacy in order to learn more about specific issues in their lives.
I then explain the setting and demographics of the school where I did my
research. I explore the role of the researcher and introduce the students. I then
detail the specific methods of data collection and data analysis. The data
analysis draws on critical multicultural analysis and critical discourse analysis in
order to explore the critical literacy practices of the students and the power of
language to shape and resist ideologies in schools.
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In chapter four I present through thick description the pedagogy and
events which occurred as we engaged in a critical literacy project on
heterosexism. Although the culminating event in this unit was the Day of
Solidarity, the development and activities of the Gay Straight Alliance are also
included as they were a direct result and continuation of the critical literacy
project on heterosexism. Chapter four explains chronologically the events and
activities which will be analyzed thematically in chapter five.
In chapter five I both present and analyze my data. Focusing on the
metaphors that students and staff used, I analyze my data through critical
multicultural analysis and critical discourse analysis.

Specifically, I present the

dimensions of heterosexism; students considering, questioning, and critiquing
perspectives on heterosexism; students decoding and disrupting Discourses of
heterosexism and heteronormativity; students disrupting the norms and breaking
the silence that feed heterosexism; and the social activism of allies challenging
heterosexism.
Chapter six concludes the dissertation. The analysis of the data in the
previous chapters, informed by critical multicultural analysis and critical discourse
analysis, yields a number of findings and implications about using critical literacy
with students with situated privilege to challenge heterosexism in a public school.
It also suggests several recommendations for further research.
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CHAPTER 2
REVIEWS OF THE LITERATURE:
FROM HETEROSEXISM TO SOCIAL ACTION

What follows are three reviews of the literature. In the first, I synthesize
research about resisting heterosexism in public schools. Next, I review the
literature on critical literacy, privilege and social action. Ultimately, I focus on the
literature that addresses critical literacy, with students who do not come from
oppressed backgrounds in their quests to interrupt privilege and take social
action. It is interesting to note that there is little overlap in these existing
literatures; however the potential for them to inform one another is great. My
final literature review draws on multicultural education and critical pedagogy in
order to define critical multicultural pedagogies. Here, theories of diversity
including sexual orientation and critical theories which are the root of both critical
pedagogy and critical literacy can come together in pedagogies that affirm
diversity, address privilege, and invite all students to challenge social
inequalities.

Resisting Heterosexism in Public Schools
The purpose of this literature review is to synthesize the research on
resistance to heterosexism in public schools in order to understand who is
resisting and how. Recent research has focused on the experiences of LGBT
teachers (Woog, 1995; Jennings, 1994), in-school experiences LGBT students
(Koskiw & Diaz, 2006; Unks, 2003; Khayatt, 1994; Smith, 2005) as well as out of
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school experiences (Blackburn, 2003), and is beginning to address the ways in
which students, mostly LGBT, resist homophobia (Perrotti &Westheimer, 2001;
Micelli, 2005). I will begin by documenting the prevalence of homophobia and
heterosexism in schools and then move to efforts to resist this oppression.

In

conclusion, I will point towards some of the omissions in the scholarship on
resisting heterosexism and homophobia in public schools.

Heterosexism and Homophobia in public schools
Homophobia, the fear or hatred of anyone perceived to be gay, and
heterosexism, which establishes a heterosexual norm and stigmatizes all other
behavior as deviant, abnormal, or wrong, are a huge problem in American
schools (Koskiw & Diaz, 2006; Links, 2003, Miceli, 2005; Birden, 2005).
According to critical theorist Gerald Unks (2003), “High schools may be the most
homophobic institutions in American society, and woe be to anyone who would
challenge the heterosexist premises on which they operate” (p. 323).
Homophobic language in public schools runs rampant and largely
unchecked by adults. GLSEN, the Gay, Lesbian, Straight, Education Network’s
comprehensive survey in 2003 of 887 lesbian, gay, bisexual or transgender youth
reveals the magnitude of heterosexism and homophobia in schools. For
example, 84% of LGBT [Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender] students report
being harassed verbally (name calling, threats, etc.) due to their sexual
orientation, 91.5% of LGBT students say they hear homophobic remarks, such
as “faggot”, “dyke” or the expression “that’s so gay” frequently or often. “These
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words label, situate, categorize, define, delimit, and reinforce the positioning of
sexual minorities as "other". These words also insult, demean, and harm”
(Schrader & Wells, 2004, para. 3). Gongalves (2005) furthers this idea and
writes, “the existence of heterosexist discourse shapes how students understand
who gay people are and leads to, for example, the use of the phrase ‘that’s so
gay,’ to mean ‘That’s stupid’”(p.17).
The GLSEN study indicates that there has been little change since the
1993 survey done at Lincoln-Sudbury Regional High School by the
Massachusetts Governor’s Commission on Gay and Lesbian Youth that found
97% of students surveyed reported hearing homophobic remarks in school (The
Governor’s Commission, 1993, p.9). The Discourse and ideology embedded in
the homophobic language that students use reinforces the heterosexist norm of
American schools and society.
George Smith (2005) conducted in depth interviews with gay male youth in
order to better understand the everyday school experiences of teenagers who
are gay. He found that “the ideology of ‘fag’ is key to the organization of the
heterosexist/homophobic dimensions of the school regime. It is a practice of
language” (Smith, 2005, p. 95). Using Mikhail Bakhtin’s work, Smith analyzes
informants’ stories, homophobic graffiti, gossip and slurs in order to understand
how the ideology of “fag” is constituted and perpetuated in schools. The ideology
of “fag” maintains that people who are LGBT are the “stigmatized other” (p. 96)
or a “stigmatized object” (p. 99). This ideology of heteronormativity pervades
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public schools and is evident in the public discourse and language use of
phrases like “that’s so gay.”
The “heterosexist hegemony” in the schools is further supported by silent
or verbal approval by the administration (Smith, 2005, p. 110).

82.9% of LGBT

students in GLSEN’s study report that faculty or staff who were present when
homophobic remarks were made never intervened or intervened only some of
the time (Kosciw, 2004). In 2005, GLSEN’s comprehensive study found that
faculty were less likely to intervene when homophobic remarks were made than
when they heard racist or sexist comments (Kosciw & Diaz, 2006). Smith (2005)
had similar findings in terms of the collusion of adults in maintaining a
heterosexist school culture. His LGBT informants reported that their teachers
were “generally complicit by their silence if not actively participating in the
ideology” (Smith, 2005, p.96).
Many LGBT students are also subjected to physical violence with 39.1%
of LGBT students report physically harassment (being shoved, pushed, etc.)
because of their sexual orientation. It is not surprising that almost two thirds of
the LGBT students, 64.3%, report feeling unsafe at their school because of their
sexual orientation (Kosciw, 2004). Smith (2005) found that in addition to LGBT
students facing physical violence, students who were perceived to be LGBT were
also targets of physical and verbal abuse. Thus the violent effects of
homophobia directly impact students who are LGBT as well as those who do not
identify that way.
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Homophobia and heterosexism in public schools is also perpetuated by
silence, omission from curriculum, and invisibility in school structures. For
example, three quarters of the students surveyed by GLSEN report that their
teachers never include LGBT issues in the curriculum (Kosciw, 2004). Most
schools in the United States have no policies to protect the rights of LGBT
students (MacGillivary, 2004). Birden (2005) writes “Classroom silence about
lesbian and gay identity speaks loudly, as does the mysterious deafness that
school personnel often evidence in the presence of derogatory epithets” (p.2).
The cumulative effect of the homophobia and heterosexism in public
schools drives a disproportionate number of LGBT youth to try to commit suicide.
The 1989 US Department of Health and Human Services report on youth suicide
found that suicide was the leading cause of death for gay and lesbian
adolescents and they were two to three times more likely to try to commit suicide
than their peers (Gibson, 1989).

Interrupting Heterosexism in Public Schools
Despite the overwhelming levels of heterosexism in public schools, some
states, schools, groups and individuals have begun to take action to interrupt the
oppression which is perpetuated in American schools.
For example, on the state level, the Massachusetts Department of
Education sponsored the first Safe Schools Program for LGBT youth in 1993
after then Governor Weld commissioned research regarding the safety of LGBT
students in the state’s schools. The Safe Schools Programs provide some
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financial support as well as resources and training to schools in order to promote
safe learning environments for students of all sexual orientations.
Massachusetts as well as Wisconsin also added sexual orientation to its antidiscrimination clause for public schools (Perrotti &Westheimer, 2001).
On the school level, the Harvey Milk School was founded in 1985 in New
York City as the first school in the country to exclusively serve lesbian, gay and
bisexual youth. Many of the students who attend faced physical, verbal, and
psychological harassment at their previous schools. The Harvey Milk School
provides a safe space for students to learn in an affirming setting (Woog, 1995).
There are many organizations which have taken on the task of challenging
heterosexism in schools. GLSEN was founded by executive director, Kevin
Jennings, a former history teacher at Concord Academy in Massachusetts.
Jennings, an openly gay faculty member, began the first Gay Straight Alliance at
Concord Academy with several students there and was actively involved in the
Safe Schools Program. GLSEN is a national organization and clearinghouse of
information about LGBT youth. GLSEN’s mission is to “assure that each
member of every school community is valued and respected regardless of sexual
orientation or gender identity/expression” (GLSEN). To this end they provide a
wealth of information to students, teachers, administrators and advocate for
protection of all students and teachers at the government, state, and school
levels.
Planned Parenthood is another organization that has been involved with
advocating for the rights of LGBT youth. Planned Parenthood of Toronto (2004)
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sponsored a T.E.A.C.H. (Teens Educating and Confronting Homophobia) project
where students went into schools to share their experiences with others. They
compiled several narratives from these students in their book, Here Me Out: True
Stories of Teens Educating and Confronting Homophobia. One author who
identifies as queer and trans, Ayden Isak Hoffman-Scheim, writes “For me being
able to tell this story is an important act of resistance. I tell my story often and
loudly. I tell it to break the silence, to educate, to inspire” (T.E.A.C.H., 2004, p.
51).
At the individual level, many teachers and students do interrupt
heterosexism in public schools. Research indicates that teachers have a
significant role in minimizing the damaging effects of heterosexism on LGBT
students’ academic outlooks. The GLSEN survey found important correlations
between the LGBT students’ relationships with teachers and staff and their
educational experiences and aspirations. LGBT students who could not identify
supportive teachers or staff were more than twice as likely not to plan to continue
their education after secondary school. Academically, the study found that LGBT
students who could name supportive faculty or staff do better in school than
those who cannot, with grade point averages more than 10% higher than their
peers. GLSEN recommends that teachers have training to learn how to support
LGBT students in order to minimize harassment as well as to improve the
educational achievement of their students (Kosciw, 2004).
Szalacha (2001) found that Massachusetts schools that had faculty
training about LGBT issues were more supportive of LGBT students; 26% of
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students surveyed in schools without such training report that gay and lesbian
students felt supported by faculty whereas 54% of students in schools with
trainings.
In eighteen year old Sharon Bergman’s testimony before the
Massachusetts Governor’s Commission on Gay and Lesbian Youth Public
Hearings, she poignantly explained the importance of adult courage to intervene.
She said, “The question is not a matter of a smoother school experience. What
school support gives kids is life” (The Governor’s Commission, 1993, p.15).

Gay Straight Alliances
The GLSEN repot found that about half of the students surveyed had Gay
Straight Alliances in their schools, and the students’ involvement in these
organizations had a direct correlation with their openness about their sexual
orientation at school. In rural areas the percentage of GSA’s fell to 44% and in
small towns and cities, such as the one where I conducted my research, the
number dropped all the way down to 29%. Based on their research GLSEN
recommends that schools create and support Gay-Straight Student Alliances,
which can significantly increase students’ sense of belonging at school and
thereby their likelihood of attending and graduating from high school (Kosciw,
2004).
Szalacha (2001) surveyed 1646 students and 683 staff in thirty five
Massachusetts high schools to determine the school climate in terms of sexual

22

orientation. She found that schools with GSA’s were perceived by students to be
safer for openly lesbian, gay, and bisexual students than those without GSA’s.
Melinda Miceli (2005) systematically studied the socio-political effects of
Gay Straight Alliances, which she documents in her book Standing Out Standing
Together: The Social and Political Impact of Gay-Straight Alliances. Miceli
(2005) found that although many adults have been helpful in the movement to
make schools safe for all students, “at its core and in its heart, it is a youth
movement” (p. 189). Perrotti and Westheimer (2001) echo this finding citing the
creation of gay-straight alliances by students across the country as well as their
efforts to challenge unjust laws and rules.
Miceli (2005) also notes that although GSA’s were originally organized to
move away from the support group paradigm, many of the respondents to her
research indicated that they found the groups to be very supportive. The
difference however is “that the support is of the students’ own making and it is
support that has produced social action, not merely personal reflection” (p. 217).
Miceli (2005) points out that although some of the Gay Straight Alliances
and related actions to end heterosexism were focused exclusively on one school,
many are concerned with ending heterosexism in society in general and have
thus become a larger social change movement.
According to Miceli (2005) the primary goal of the GSA movement is to
“reverse the influence of educational institutions from institutions that help to
instill prejudice and condone the discrimination, harassment, and abuse of gay
people into institutions that instill ideas of tolerance and respect for social

23

diversity” (p.9). While I agree with most of her findings, I disagree with Miceli that
the goal is to foster “tolerance.” Rather I believe it is to affirm and support the
social identities of students and teachers of all sexual orientations.
Gay Straight Alliances can play a powerful role in interrupting the
heterosexist norms which high schools perpetuate. “Essentially, LGBT and
straight ally student activists are calling their schools out for using their status as
neutral conveyers of knowledge to dominate and oppress a group of students”
(Miceli, 2005, p.224).

The “S” in GSA

Heterosexual allies are essential parts of Gay Straight Alliances. In fact,
Perrotti and Westheimer (2001) found that they were the majority of students in
most GSAs. According to Miceli (2005) “The willingness of heterosexual
students to rally around and stand up for the rights of their LGBT peers, of
teachers to sometimes risk their jobs to advocate for the safety and education of
all of their students...bolstered the political impulse of some LGBT youth and
made it into a movement” (p. 194).
Straight students’ participation in GSA’s has not only helped their LGBT
peers, but also helped many of them to understand privilege. “A key to social
change is that privileged groups come to realize that their position is unearned,
that it is a matter of social definition and established traditions of power, rather
than inherent or demonstrated superiority. Once they recognize this, they see
that the rights and advantages they enjoy should be granted to everyone. The
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GSA movement has facilitated this process for many of its straight allies” (Miceli
2005, p.226).
Miceli (2005) interviewed GSA faculty advisors and student members and
found that many of the GSA’s reported relatively low membership and those with
greater attendance had a high percentage of straight female allies, many of
whom were white and middle class. She also found that the majority of straight
female students had explicitly political reasons for becoming involved in the GSA.
Although her sample was not random, her research implies that white middle
class, heterosexual young women may be a powerful group to tap in the quest to
make schools safe for all students. It also suggests that GSA’s are not accessible
or are not being accessed by students who come from more marginalized social
backgrounds.

Beyond GSAs
Griffin and Ouellett (2002) report on a pilot study of schools participating in
the Massachusetts Safe Schools Program. They found that GSA’s play an
important part in making schools safe for all students, but it is still just a part.
They point out that “individual students and staff come and go. Without change
throughout a school’s organizational setting, the gains of one year may be lost
when GSA members graduate or club advisors retire, change schools, or move
to other work” (p.2). Thus single strategies such as Gay Straight Alliances are
unlikely to produce sustained systemic change.
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Based on their research, Griffin and Ouelett (2002) found that in order to
make schools safe there are several interrelated parts to address. On an
institutional level, statewide legal mandates, policies and programs as well as
funding was important. Another part involved having key administrators and
adults, especially school principals and at least one adult who was viewed as
credible by the principal and others who acted as a liaison between students and
school officials. Community participation both in support of LGBT rights as well
as in opposition strengthened the resolve of principals to make their schools
safe. Student leadership often resulted in social action. On a local level, schools
follow their own path to create a safe environment, there is no one correct way or
order to go about it, but there also is no ONE way to change schools, rather there
must efforts on many levels.

Voids in the Research
Donelson and Rogers (2004) reflected on research protocol for studying
school based gay and lesbian issues. Donelson, who is gay, had wanted to do
his dissertation on “silencing of discourses around homosexuality in the school
context” (p.2) at the primary school level, but settled for interviewing LGBTQ
teachers about silencing in public schools, due to the complexities and ethical
issues involved in working directly with students. Donelson and Rogers (2004)
note that previous research has documented the use of gay themed literature
with students, that case studies have been done of LGBT students and staff, and
that heteronormativity in schools have been explored, but there is a void in
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research about “the process by which heteronormativity gets circulated through
speech and related behaviors (discourses) in the classroom
environment...or...the degree to which there is resistance to homophobia in the
school setting” (pp.1-2).

They continue that “school based studies must be

designed and conducted”(p.5) to answer these questions, just as such studies
have addressed resistance around race (Cohen, 1993 and Gilmore, 1985),
gender (Erchick, 2002), and class (Robinson,1994). After completing his
dissertation on gay and lesbian teachers’ responses to heteronormative
discourses in schools, Donelson writes “but to continue to study how heterosexist
discourses operate to silence sexuality in the school context, I remain convinced
that it will be necessary to go into classrooms, at primary, middle, and secondary
levels” (Donelson & Rogers, 2004, p.5).

Conclusions
Thus, although there is growing research documenting the homophobia in
public schools and the development of Gay Straight Alliances in response, there
is a void in qualitative k-12 research studying the nature of institutionalized
silence around issues of sexuality and heterosexism. Smith’s (2005) research
sheds light on the institutionalization of heterosexism in schools, but was
conducted through interviews with students who had for the most part graduated
from high school. I agree with Donelson and Rogers (2004) that research must
be conducted from within classrooms, rather than by outsiders who visit schools
to gather their data but do not understand the lived reality inside the school walls.
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Ethnographic research by a school practitioner would be best suited for gathering
such data.
Additionally, much of the research on Gay Straight Alliances mentions the
presence of straight allies. Little research has been conducted with these allies
to better understand their motivation, role, and struggles in challenging
heterosexism in public schools. Considering that they are such a significant
force in the Gay Straight Alliance movement and in resisting homophobia in
general, further research with this group could help us better understand the
unique challenges these students face as well as their potential to transform
schools to more just institutions.

Critical literacy, Privilege and Social Action
The purpose of this literature review is to synthesize the research on
critical literacy that addresses issues of action towards social justice, specifically
by students who have situated privilege. While there is a fair amount of literature
on critical literacy, there are many different applications of the theory and
practice, only some of which document students tacking action to transform
oppressive situations in order to work towards social justice. Of the studies that
do address social action, I have seen environment, local setting, race, class, and
gender addressed, but not any to date that directly deal with action around the
issue of sexual orientation. In addition, I would like to locate the theoretical
underpinnings of doing critical literacy work with students of privilege as a
catalyst for action.
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Scope of Research on Critical Literacy and Social Action
Rebecca Rogers (2002), an Assistant Professor at Washington University
in St. Louis in the Department of Education and scholar in the areas of critical
literacy and critical discourse analysis in education, identified many of the areas
of research studies about critical literacy practices on social justice projects or
social action. In her review of the literature, Rebecca Rogers found that reading,
writing, and acting for social justice in terms of race (Lewis, 1997), class (Gee,
2001), and gender (Gilbert, 1997 and Lee, 1996) have been addressed through
the lens of critical literacy (Rogers, 2002).
To her findings, I would add a few other works in the field of critical literacy
and social justice projects. Carole Edelsky (1999) edited a book of essays on
social justice projects and critical whole language, several of which use critical
literacy practices. Barbara Comber (2002) documented three teachers’ use of
critical literacy pedagogy. Particularly relevant was her research documenting
the work of Marge Wells, a teacher of low income students outside of Adelaide,
Australia. Wells called her curriculum “Literacy and Power” and stated its central
goal as “supporting students to value their developing literacy skills and use them
to act powerfully when solving problems, voicing concerns, and participating in
change processes at school, at home and in the wider (+ global) community”
(Comber, 2002, p. 9). To that end, she had students identify things they wanted
to change in their communities and then make goals to work towards social
change.
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In addition, Ann Egan-Robertson (1998a) identified the ways students
construct personhood through their writing of ethnography, which included
contesting racist notions. She quotes one student as writing “[W]e must not be
silent. We must ask our questions and tell our stories” (p. 275). Through the
critical literacy they enacted in performing ethnographies, some of these eighth
grade students were able to take action.
Despite all of these studies involving critical literacy and social justice
action projects, I have not located literature which connects homophobia or
heterosexism with critical literacy social justice projects in this way. Nor have I
seen many studies which address critical literacy with students of privilege. Most
research documents critical literacy practices with oppressed populations.
Broido (2000), who did a phenomenological investigation of college
students’ development as social justice allies, notes that until recently there have
been few studies documenting the role of privileged students in challenging
social injustices based on social identities. As my research deals specifically
with students with situated privilege in terms of sexual orientation initiating a
social justice action project to address homophobia, I would like to uncover what
similar research has been done and what gaps need to be filled.
There has been a lot of recent research documenting the power,
effectiveness and complexities of critical literacy pedagogy (O’Brien, 2001;
Vasquez, 2001; Dyson, 2001; Comber & Simpson, 2001; Shor, 1987; Shor &
Pari, 1999; Lee, Menkart Okazawa-Rey, 2006, Christensen, 1999, 2000;
Muspratt, Luke & Freebody, 1997; Lankshear & McLaren, 1993, Ramirez &
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Gallardo, 2001). Thus, I am approaching this literature review with some
assumptions that I have made based on my own experience and reading. I
believe that critical literacy is a powerful pedagogical tool which can be used as
the basis for social justice projects. I also believe that it can specifically be used
to address homophobia and heterosexism in schools. I will therefore focus, not
on whether critical literacy is an effective pedagogical tool, but rather I will search
for a particular focus for an application to students of situated privilege,
specifically in relation to homophobia.

Defining Critical Literacy
Critical literacy has been defined and applied in many different ways.
Comber (2001) notes that “Critical literacy resists any simplistic or generic
definitions because its agenda is to examine the relationships between language
practices, power relations and identities - and this analysis involves grappling
with specific local conditions” (p. 271).
I understand and apply critical literacy as a pedagogical and theoretical
construct of literacy, where students and teachers together learn to both read
and write the word as well as the ideologically constructed world in which it is
used (Freire, 2000; Freire & Macedo, 1987; Christensen, 1999, Shor, 1987;
Giroux, 1983; McLaren 2003). Students and teachers locate, name, and use
literacy to contest the uses and abuses of power, which they see in the world.
Central to developing critical literacy is understanding the relationship between
language and power (Comber, 2001). Through critical literacy they question and
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challenge the underlying ideologies of texts, discourses, and everyday life. The
main goal of critical literacy is to challenge inequality. Thus, with its aim towards
social justice, it is overtly political.
Advocates of critical literacy seek to challenge the norms and ideologies
which have been accepted without question (Comber, 2001; Mclaren, 2003;
Shor, 1987). Ideology is the way that we understand and frame the world that we
live in. Mclaren (2003) describes ideology as “a way of viewing the world, a
complex of ideas, various types of social practices, rituals, and representations
that we tend to accept as natural and common sense” (p. 79).
Critique is used in critical literacy as well as other forms of critical
pedagogy to reveal and question these ideologies that we see as so “normal”
that they may become invisible even though they are at the core of educational
materials, practices, and beliefs (Darder, Baltodano, & Torres 2003).

Critical

literacy “demands an ideological critique of the social situation in which students
and educators find themselves in” (Kretovics, 1985). Thus the ideologies at work
in one setting may look very different from another setting; they are situated
within a social context.
Different groups of people often hold conflicting ideologies. Dominant
ideologies, such as marriage should only be between a man and a woman, may
be held by both those who benefit from them (people in opposite sex
relationships) and suffer from them (those in same sex relationships).
Oppositional ideologies on the other hand, challenge the dominant ideologies,
and may be held by allies (those who benefit from a dominant and oppressive
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ideology, but choose to challenge it) as well as those who are targeted by it. As
Giroux (1983) points out, “As both the medium and the outcome of lived
experience, ideology functions not only to limit human action, but also to enable
it. That is, ideology both promotes human agency and, at the same time, exerts
force over individuals and groups” (p. 145). A complex understanding of ideology
is necessary in critical literacy to uncover both the oppressive power of ideology
as well as the space for resistance, agency and action.
Discursive practices have ideological effects. They can produce and
reproduce power relations through oppressive (racist, heterosexist, etc.)
discourse which is understood as “normal.” A critical perspective attempts to
highlight these aspects of Discourse and literacy (Fairclough & Wodak, 1997).
Gee (1996) uses the term Discourse, with a capital D, to connote how people are
in the world. “A Discourse is a whole package: a way of using not just words, but
words, deeds, objects, tools and so forth to enact a certain sort of socially
situated identity (e.g. a Latino street-gang member in LA)” (Gee, 2004, p. 40).
Each Discourse has an implicit theory guiding how people should be in the world
in order to take up a given socially situated identity. Each theory contains
“distinctive ways of thinking, being, acting, interacting, believing, knowing,
feeling, valuing, dressing, and using one’s body...various symbols, images,
objects, artifacts, tools, technologies, times, places, and spaces” (Gee, 2004, p.
46). We learn these rules, values, and ways of being Gee contends, by
participating in the Discourses overtime. However, Discourses change overtime,
they are not fixed or stable as they are historical and social constructs. People

participate in multiple Discourses in varying contexts such as home, school,
work, playground, and church. People may position themselves through the
practice of a particular Discourse and they may be positioned by the practices of
another Discourse. Gee (2001) also writes about “critical literacy as critical
discourse analysis” and overtly connects these fields, which both consider
language from a critical perspective. Gee (2001) argues that “critical literacy
involves using critical discourse analysis in such a way that we see that language
is always fully situated in social and political contexts” (p.2).
A critical literacy approach to teaching, learning, and living draws our
attention to what has been taken for granted and forces us to reconsider these
supposed truths. Mitzi Lewison and her coauthors (2002) identify several
concepts in the research and writing on critical literacy which support the theme
of disrupting the commonplace. These can lead to uncovering ideologies and the
Discourses which take up these ideologies. These include problematizing the
topics of study, considering the historical context, questioning texts, and being
aware of positioning.
A critical approach to literacy considers sociopolitical and historical
contexts of subjects and views them from multiple and opposing viewpoints. In
working with multiple perspectives, critical literacy theory posits that it is essential
to not only consider and respect the voices present, but also to pay attention to
and seek out the voices of those who have been silenced or marginalized
(Leland & Harste, 2000).
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Dialogue and conscientization, or the development of critical
consciousness, are important features of critical literacy, which Freire
(1970/2000) emphasized in his book Pedagogy of the Oppressed. “Critical
conversations” about social justice issues engage learners deeply as they
develop critical literacy strategies (Leland et al 1999, p.73). Habib (1996)
highlights the need for “dialogue which focuses on deconstructing and
reconceptualizing power” in order to lead to empowerment in educational settings
(p. 28).
Freire (1970/2000) developed critical literacy strategies in part to counter
what he termed the “banking” concept of teaching whereby teachers “deposit”
information into students who then reproduce it at a later time. Whether the
philosophy of the teacher is liberal or conservative, the ideas of the teacher
based in social justice or injustice, Lather (1991) reminds us of the
disempowering notion of banking. “Reproducing the conceptual map of the
teacher in the mind of the student disempowers through reification and recipe
approaches to knowledge (Lather, 1991, p.76).” Thus it is only through dialogue
and the genuine construction of knowledge that critical consciousness and
empowerment are achieved.
Part of critical literacy is coming to understand who you are as a learner,
regardless of whether your role is of teacher or student. What do you believe?
How did you come to believe the things you believe? How does your position in
the world affect these beliefs? “Learning to become fluent in literacy - to be a
reader, writer, speaker, and listener of the word and the world - is to really
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become more fluent in understanding the selves we are becoming and what that
means in relationship to the rest of the world ” (Fecho, 2004, p. 94). Critical
literacy pedagogy often begins with the learners - who are they? What do they
know? What is their experience? (Freire, 1970/2000; Shor, 1987; Comber &
Simpson, 2001; Lankshear & McLaren, 1993; Wolk, 2003; Christensen, 2000).
Through this pedagogy their understandings of themselves, their world, and their
truths are sharpened and refined.
Pennycook (2001) critiques “mainstream” forms of critical literacy because
they do not go far enough in terms of social change. A central goal of critical
literacy is also to inspire and prepare students to take action to address injustice
(Giroux, 1993; Comber, 1999; 2001; Powell, Cantrell & Adams, 2001). Action
for social justice may range from a shift in thinking on an individual level to the
transformation of oppressive ideologies and Discourses on an institutional level.

Critical Literacy and Privilege
There has been a fair amount of research focused on teaching oppressed
students critical literacy strategies. Freire’s (1970/2000) seminal text, Pedagogy
of the Oppressed, which is cited by many who write about critical literacy, is
based on his experience in Brazil with illiterate adults. Among the many
American studies building from his work are Nagle (1999) with vocational
education students, Graman (1993) with English as a second language learners,
Luna (2003) with students labeled as learning disabled, and Blackburn (2003)
with Queer youth.
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Although critical literacy has been documented in these contexts, like all
critical multicultural education, it should be practiced with all students (Nieto,
2004; Christensen, 1999; Foss, 2002; Giroux, 1991; Lankshear & McLaren,
1993; Powell, Cantrell, & Adams, 2001), including those with situated privilege.
Privilege can be defined as unearned power or advantage that one group holds
over another simply because of their assumed social group membership
(McIntosh, 2006; Johnson, 2006). Pat Griffin (1997) further clarifies the definition
of privilege as “unearned access to resources (social power) only readily
available to some people as a result of their social group membership” (p. 73).
For example, heterosexual couples have privilege in that they may legally marry
in any state, while homosexual couples are denied that right along with the
resources and social power that accompany it. Privilege is also situated, in that
our identities are complex and one may have relative privilege in one context in
terms of one social identity or group and not another (Young, 2007). For
example, a heterosexual African American male has situated privilege in terms of
sexual orientation and gender, but not in terms of race.

Foss, a teacher of “privileged” students who uses critical literacy in her
classroom, states,

In fact, they have inherited positions of privilege. But though it may
look different, critical literacy should play a vital role in all
classrooms-even those with "majority" students in "majority"
schools. ... every student needs and deserves to be exposed to
critical literacy-reading literature and their own lives with an
awareness of systems of meaning and power (Foss, 2002, pp. 3945).
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Thus she advocates using critical literacy as a pedagogical and theoretical
base for teaching all students, not just those who have been traditionally
identified as oppressed. Sleeter (1996), a scholar in critical multicultural
education, also emphasizes the importance of using critical pedagogy with
students who may have situated privilege. In doing so, students of privilege may
come to be aware of their own position of privilege as well as the system which
advantages them and disadvantages others. Such awareness is a necessary
step to addressing and transforming such injustice

Lankshear and McLaren (1993) also discuss using critical literacy with
students of privilege, but they take it a step further when they introduce the
concept of border crossing:

It is also argued that discussions and practices of critical literacy
are too often confined to being pedagogies of the oppressed and
do not pay sufficient attention to how the consciousness of elites is
to be addressed. ...particularly that which emphasizes the
importance of critical literacy being grounded pedagogically in a
politics of difference that offers learners, regardless of their
particular classed, raced, or gendered subjectivities, opportunities
to be “border crossers” (p. 50).
Thus through critical literacy, all students may have the opportunity to
become “border crossers,” through allowing them to understand structural
inequalities and injustice. Henry Giroux (1993) defines “border crossers” as
students who “cross over into diverse cultural zones” that allow them to then
critically examine the relationships between dominant and subordinate groups
and the structural implications which may allow them to see “how such relations
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might be transformed in order to promote a democratic and just society” (Giroux,
1993, p. 375).
Border crossing is an opportunity for students of relative privilege to
explore and conceptualize how oppression works. Kanpol (1995a) expands this
concept of “border pedagogy” to include teachers and learners moving from the
“boundaries of differences into a terrain of similarities and solidarity” (p. 178).
Through this understanding they may become allies, or members of a situatedly
privileged group who actively work to end a type of oppression (Young, 2007).
Examples of allies include men who actively work towards ending sexism and
those who are identified as heterosexual actively working to end heterosexism
and homophobia.
A few studies document students participating in critical literacy classes
around issues where they have privilege. Rosemarie Garland Thompson (1999)
teaches a Women and Literature class at Howard University, a traditionally
African American University, where she addresses ableism with her students.
Although many of the students are black middle and upper class women, they
are mostly accustomed to looking critically only at race and to a lesser extent,
gender. The lens of disability as a minority group rather than a medical model,
positions many of her students in a seat of situated privilege. Thompson uses
her students’ understanding of racism and their developing awareness of sexism
to help them to understand ableism. Because Thompson is a disabled white
teacher, she notes that the sympathy that some students exhibit regarding
ableism is “one of the hazards of advocating in the classroom for a group to
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which you belong” (p. 219). She focuses the first half of her course on
understanding the dynamics of oppression and then turns to possibilities for
resistance and agency. Missing from the chapter which details her critical
literacy strategies in the Women and Literature class is any discussion of
privilege or situated privilege.
Beverly Daniel Tatum (1999) documented her process of critical literacy
with white students addressing racism. In her work, she looks specifically at
privilege as well as oppression. As an African American professor of
predominantly white students, she uses Janet Helms’ model of white racial
identity development in her critical literacy work teaching white students about
racism as well as a model of the White Ally. As her white students who identified
as allies realized that “allies need allies” (Tatum, 1999, p. 63) as support to
continue such work they became more empowered and determined to continue
anti-racist work. She reminds readers that the role of allies is not to “help” victims
of oppression, rather it is “to speak up against the system of oppression, and to
challenge other whites to do the same” (Tatum, 1999, p. 65). She notes that
resources about anti-racists and anti-racist work are hard to find, and calls for
more research to focus on the role of white allies (Tatum, 1999, 2003).

Situated Privilege: Sexual Orientation
There has been some research documenting students with situated
privilege in terms of sexual orientation addressing issues of homophobia and
heterosexism. According to Lisa Bennett (2004), many people who are
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addressing issues of homophobia and heterosexism in public schools identify as
heterosexual, positioning them as privileged in this context.
Melinda Miceli’s (2005) research about the political and social impact of
Gay Straight Alliances (GSA’s) in the United States confirmed that privileged
students do challenge oppression in terms of sexual orientation. In her survey of
seventy-five GSA student leaders and faculty advisors, she found that 37% of the
female student leaders identified as heterosexual as well as 66% of the female
faculty advisors. It is interesting to note, however, that none of the male students
who headed the GSA’s identified as heterosexual and only 25% of the male
faculty advisors identified as heterosexual. Although both of these studies
document the fact that heterosexual students and faculty, especially females,
take action to end heterosexism, neither of these studies consider critical literacy.
Wayne Martino (2001) documented research he did exploring adolescent
boys’ responses to texts that he chose in order to explore issues of “masculinity
and homophobia in the critical literacy classroom” (p. 171). The sexual
orientation of the students was not mentioned in the article. Martino analyzed the
boys’ responses specifically pertaining to themes of masculinity and
homophobia. It is unclear if there were any discussions about the boys’
responses, some of which challenged homophobia and others of which endorsed
it. Martino (2001) purports that he uses critical literacy to address themes of
masculinity and homophobia, however it is unclear if or how students are
unpacking ideologies and Discourses, viewing the issues from multiple
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but along with their teachers, failed to ask larger political and systemic questions
that might lead to action. In a second study with a different class, students were
able to follow through and take action to challenge a reward system that they
viewed as unjust. The major limiting factors to enacting an action based critical
literacy curriculum which they ran into were lack of time and curricular inflexibility.
They also found that although their discussions and actions were critical in
nature, their investigations into the root causes and consequences of their topics
of study were not. Ultimately through their research, they found that
Neither critical study nor action can occur without conversation, for
it is the means by which we identify injustice, and determine how
we might attempt to alter ourselves and our society to rectify that
injustice...without the exchange of ideas we are limited by our own
position, unable to imagine possibilities. Without possibilities, there
is no change (Boozer, Maras, & Brummett, 1999, p. 75).
Thus dialogue is directly tied to action and social change, but critical dialogue
alone will not necessarily result in action.
Critical literacy and critical inquiry, or using students’ critical questions
and inquiries connecting to issues of power and inequity as the foundation for
curriculum can lead to social action. Laman, Smith, and Kander (2006), use the
work of Edelsky, Christensen, Vasquez and others to demonstrate the
connection between critical inquiry, critical literacy, and action. “Critical inquiry
weaves critical literacy practices throughout the curriculum and offers children
prolonged engagement with issues that are important to them and important to
democracy. In such contexts, children read against texts, re-envision the world
they live in, and take action within that world” (Laman et al, 2006). Critical inquiry
may extend the time of critical literacy “units,” allowing for more depth of study as
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well as action, thus addressing one of the limiting factors that Boozer, Maras, and
Brummett (1999) found in their study.
Building on this notion of critical inquiry Powell, Cantrell, & Adams (2001)
document the critical literacy actions that emerged through a critical inquiry
project. A forth grade class near Lexington, Kentucky joined Appalachian
students in taking action to save Black Mountain from strip mining. They raised
money to support their research and activism trips such as their “Hands Across
the Mountain” rally aimed at raising awareness of the situation. Ultimately they
worked together with students from that region and presented findings to the
Legislature’s Joint Committee on Agriculture and Natural Resources and a
compromise was met which protected some of the mountain from logging and
strip mining. Here students with situated privilege were able to use critical
literacy skills to initiate an action project that addressed environmental
degradation in a region where they did not live. They became border crossers
and allies as they took action to make change.
Bob Peterson (1994) uses critical literacy with his students and tells them
that “it’s important to examine the ‘messages that are trying to take over your
brain’ and that it’s up to them to sort out which ones they should believe and
which ones promote fairness and justice in our world” (Peterson, 1994, p. 36).
He and his fifth grade students looked at their schools books and classrooms for
evidence of stereotypes about Native Americans, such as the letter “I” in an
alphabet poster pictured with an “Indian.” As a result of their investigation, they
took action for social justice by teaching younger students in their school about
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what they had learned and wrote an article in their school newspaper about
stereotypes.

Conclusions
There is little literature available documenting the application of critical
literacy pedagogy with students of situated privilege. Although Foss, Giroux, and
McLaren, among others, have suggested such broadening of the student body
with whom these strategies are used, few scholars to date have documented
such practices that use critical literacy and result in action for social change.
There are several factors which may limit the ability of teachers and students to
take action for social change during a critical literacy unit. Two of the major
limitations include curricular inflexibility and lack of time. When these constraints
are not in place, students and teachers of situated privilege may be able to use
critical literacy pedagogy or critical literacy projects as the springboard for action
to promote social justice.

More research should be conducted in order to

further document and understand such work with students of situated privilege.
There also is a notable absence of critical literacy research pertaining to issues
of heterosexism. Critical literacy action projects may be used to address the
heterosexism rampant in public schools. Like the projects documented by
Peterson (1994) about Native Americans and Powell, Cantrell, & Adams (2001)
about the environment, such work could be done with students with situated
privilege in terms of sexual orientation in order to bring social justice for all
students.
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Critical Multicultural Pedagogies
The purpose of this literature review is to bring together the literature on
critical pedagogy, multicultural education, and critical multicultural education in
order to define critical multicultural pedagogies. Critical multicultural pedagogies
enable me to connect the some of the theories and ideas in Resisting
Heterosexism in Public Schools and Critical literacy, Privilege and Social Action
and inform the way that I plan, conduct, and understand the classes that I teach.
Specifically, it informs my pedagogy and research on the teaching of
Contemporary Issues where students with privilege used critical literacy to resist
heterosexism in their school.
I agree with Sonia Nieto that “multicultural education has a greater
possibility of positively affecting student learning when it is approached through
the lens of critical pedagogy” (Nieto 1999, p. 108).

For me, in my practice as a

teacher and in my research as a practitioner researcher, multicultural education
and critical pedagogy are inextricably linked.

Defining Critical Pedagogies
The “critical” in critical pedagogies, like the “critical” in critical literacy
comes from critical theory, so there is natural overlap in the descriptions of each.
While the definitions and applications of critical pedagogy vary widely, Darder,
Baltodano, and Torres (2003) have identified several core philosophical
principles of critical pedagogy, which I use to frame the work of other critical
theorists as well as my own work with students. The principles include cultural
politics, historicity of knowledge, dialectical theory, ideology and critique.
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hegemony, resistance and counter-hegemony, praxis: the alliance of theory and
practice, and dialogue and conscientization. They are careful to note that there
is no single definition of critical pedagogy but rather a set of “heterogeneous
ideas,” that broadly fall into the above categories (p. 10). I agree, and rather than
attempting to define critical pedagogy as singular, I instead refer to the plural,
critical pedagogies as I believe there is not only a broad spectrum of theory that
defines this term, but also a wide range of practices that reflect the application of
this pedagogy.

I will explore these principles and then integrate them with tenets

of multicultural education in order to explore critical multicultural pedagogies.
The cultural politics of critical pedagogy refers to its commitment to
develop and transform the culture of schooling so that the empowerment and
affirmation of marginalized students and issues are central.

Darder, Baltodano,

and Torres (2003) highlight the importance of “a critical analysis and investigation
into the manner in which traditional theories and practices of public schooling
thwart or influence the development of a politically emancipatory and humanizing
culture of participation, voice, and social action within the classroom” (p. 11).
McLaren (2007) emphasizes the importance of “self-empowerment,” and “social
transformation” within this concept of cultural politics (McLaren, 2007, p. 190). A
goal of critical pedagogy then is to have students be self empowered so that they
may transform their schools, communities, and world.
Critical pedagogy focuses on the historicity of knowledge, by always
examining the historical context within which things occur. Through considering
the historical context, students can further examine injustices and develop social
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agency as they see the opportunities for social change, “[critical theorists]
suggest that schooling must always be analyzed as a cultural and historical
process, in which select groups are positioned within asymmetrical positions of
power on the basis of specific race, class, and gender antagonisms” (McLaren,
2007, p. 189). To McLaren’s list, I would add other social identities based on
ability, sexual orientation, language, and ethnicity. McLaren (2003) furthers our
understanding of the relationship between knowledge and critical pedagogy
when he posits that in addition to focusing on the historicity of knowledge, critical
pedagogy examines the social construction and social functions of knowledge.
Knowledge is not neutral and it is always linked to power (Foucault, 1980).
Ideology and critique are also key concepts which inform critical
pedagogy. Ideology, as defined in the literature review for critical literacy, is a
world-view that one sees as normal or “just the way things are.” Critique is used
in critical pedagogy to disrupt and reveal ideologies that are oppressive in order
to create social change (Darder, Baltodano, & Torres, 2003; Giroux, 1983).
Hegemony and oppression are challenged within a critical framework.
McLaren (2003) defines hegemony as “the maintenance of domination not by the
sheer exercise of force, but through consensual social practices, social forms,
and social structures produced in specific sites such as the church, the state, the
school, the mss media, the political system and the family” (p. 76). The accepted
status quo, if not challenged, will reproduce hegemony. For example,
heteronormativity, heterosexuality as the unquestioned norm, reproduces
heterosexist hegemony.
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Resistance and counter-hegemony refer to the ways in which students
respond to the oppressive conditions within the educational system. Abowitz
(2000) defines notions of resistance to oppression and agency in light of critical
theory. Human agency is defined as “the ability to shape one’s own life path or
actions” (Abowitz, 2000, p. 876). Giroux (1983) stressed the importance of “ a
dialectical notion” of human agency; that is, he emphasized that citizens are not
completely dominated by the logics or institutions that organize their lives” (p.
108). In fact, McLaren (2003) notes that schools are in fact often a site for such
resistance and can be “characterized as terrains of transactions, exchange and
struggle between subordinate groups and dominant ideologies” (p. 78). Other
scholars have also sought to further our understanding of resistance. “Building
on Foucaultian insights, postmodern feminist scholars have attempted to expand
ideas of resistance that reflect individuals at work against the embodiment of
cultural norms” (Abowitz, 2000, p. 895). Thus resistance and counter-hegemony
are central aspects of critical pedagogies transformative powers and the
resistance against hegemonic cultural norms, such as heterosexism.
Dialectical theory informs the theory and practice of critical pedagogies.
“This perspective resurfaces the power of human activity and human knowledge
as both a product and a force in shaping the world, whether it be in the interest of
domination or liberation” (Darder, Baltodano, & Torres 2003, p. 13). According to
Sonia Nieto (1999), “critical pedagogy is an approach through which students
and teachers engage in learning as a mutual encounter with the world” (Nieto
1999, p. 104). Thus dialectical theory reveals the interconnectedness of people
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and events with the norms of the culture and society within which they come to
pass. McLaren (2003) highlights the power of such an understanding for
educational researchers as they may see not only the oppressive nature of
schools, but also often simultaneously see them as a site of “student
empowerment and self-transformation” (p. 70).
Through viewing knowledge as dialectical, the necessary connection
between theory and practice are directly related to the actions we take. As Freire
(1970/2000) writes, “the praxis which, as the reflection and action which truly
transforms reality, is the source of knowledge and creation” (pp. 100-101).
According to Sonia Nieto (1999) “critical pedagogy also implies praxis that is,
developing the important social activism predispositions and attitudes that are the
backbone of a democratic society and learning to use them to help alter patterns
of domination and oppression. But critical pedagogy does not imply a linear
process from knowledge to reflection to action” (p. 104).

Praxis itself is

dialectical and action is not an endpoint, rather a part of the process.
Finally dialogue and conscientization, or the development of critical
consciousness, are key aspects of critical pedagogy as well as critical literacy
(Freire 1970/2000). Dialogue is a pedagogical strategy with an emphasis on
developing conscientization “the process by which students, as empowered
subjects, achieve a deepening awareness of the social realities that shape their
lives and discover their own capacities to recreate them” (Darder, Baltodano, &
Torres 2003, p. 15). Through dialogue social inequality is problematized and
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students develop the conscientization necessary to be fully vested in taking
action to interrupt oppression.

Defining Multicultural Education
Multicultural education has been defined both narrowly and broadly by
scholars. While Tiedt and Tiedt (1998) and Bennett (1990) define it in a limited
way focusing solely on ethnicity or cultural background, others in the field of
multicultural education offer more inclusive definitions.
Sonia Nieto’s definition of multicultural education is much broader; she
envisions it as a whole school process providing basic education for all students
through a commitment to social justice. Her “definition is an expansive one,
comprising not only of race, ethnicity and language, but also gender, social class
sexual orientation, ability and other differences” (Nieto, 1999, p. xviii).
Ramsey (2004) also defines multicultural education inclusively and uses
“multiculturalism in a broad sense and include[s] issues related to race, social
class, consumerism, culture, language, gender, sexual orientation, disabilities,
and our relationship to the natural world. To me the term implies personal
awareness and strengthening; critical analysis of existing social, political, and
economic structures; and participation in libratory movements” (Ramsey, 2004, p

9).
Finally, The National Association for Multicultural Education defines it as:
Multicultural education is a process that permeates all aspects of
school practices, policies and organization as a means to ensure
the highest levels of academic achievement for all students. It
helps students develop a positive self-concept by providing
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knowledge about the histories, cultures, and contributions of
diverse groups. It prepares all students to work actively toward
structural equality in organizations and institutions by providing the
knowledge, dispositions, and skills for the redistribution of power
and income among diverse groups. Thus, school curriculum must
directly address issues of racism, sexism, classism, linguicism,
ablism, ageism, heterosexism, religious intolerance, and
xenophobia (NAME).
Nieto (1999), Ramsey (2004), and NAME consider issues of race, class,
ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, language, and ability as well as other factors
in their definition of multicultural education. I also use a broad understanding of
culture in defining multicultural education, which leads me to include these
factors.
Just as various experts in the field define multicultural education in
different ways, they apply those definitions through school structure, curriculum
development, teaching methods, relationships, and core beliefs about teaching
and learning in differently. Several prominent scholars have summarized and
categorized the types or levels of multicultural education, which are commonly
seen in the United States today.
Sleeter (1996) categorizes multicultural education into 5 groups. The first
group focuses on diversity across countries and international approaches. The
second is the Human Relations approach where there is sensitivity training and a
feel good approach without addressing institutionalized racism. Third is the
single group studies such as Chicano studies and Gay and Lesbian studies,
which explicitly address historical and current oppression. The forth approach is
the multicultural education approach which encompasses the majority of
multicultural education in the United States including the work of Banks (1981)

52

and Gay (1983). Sleeter (1996) describes this model as “redesigning schooling to
make it model the ideal pluralistic and equal society. It advocates concentrating
on reforming many dimensions of the school process such as curriculum,
pedagogy, parent involvement, and tracking” (pp. 6-7). Finally, Sleeter’s
multicultural and social reconstructionist approach overtly teaches about political
and economic oppression with the an eye toward social action. Here Sleeter cites
her own work. According to Patricia Ramsey (2004), these categories of
approaches, which Sleeter and Grant first developed in 1988, continue to
represent the major trends in multicultural education (Ramsey, 2004, p.7).
In James Banks’ (1998) article “Approaches to Multicultural Curriculum
Reform,” as well as in his chapter with the same name (Banks 2001), he provides
an overview of four levels of multicultural curriculum reform, which further
subdivides Sleeter’s “Multicultural Education Approach.” The first is the
“Contributions Approach” which is essentially a heroes and holidays approach to
curriculum modification, where issues like racism and oppression aren’t
addressed. The second approach is the “Ethnic Additive Approach” where ethnic
content is added to an existing curriculum structure and is viewed from a
Eurocentric perspective rather than allowing for diverse or other ethnic
perspectives. The third type of reform Banks refers to as the “Transformative
Approach.” Here students view ideas from multiple and sometimes contradictory
perspectives and the entire curriculum is transformed to truly integrate the
experiences of various groups. Finally, the “Decision-Making and Social Action

53

Approach” adds to the “Transformative Approach” an element of responsibility
and social justice.
In this approach, students study a social problem such as, “What
actions should we take to reduce prejudice and discrimination in
our school?” They gather pertinent data, analyze their values and
beliefs, and identify alternative courses of action, and finally decide
what, if any, actions they will take to reduce prejudice and
discrimination in their school (Banks, 1998, p.75).
Banks indicates that the goals of this type of approach are “to teach students
thinking and decision making skills, to empower them, and to help them acquire a
sense of political efficacy.” (Banks, 1998, p. 75)
Banks’ contributions to multicultural education are important as he moves
us beyond the simplistic “heroes and holidays” approach so commonly found in
schools and challenges educators to not only transform their curricula to make it
inherently multicultural, but also to ask students to take action. He stops short of
a more radical critical pedagogy however, in that he is looking only at the
students he is teaching, rather than enlarging his goals to include social justice
for all.
In Sonia Nieto’s (2004) description of the levels of multicultural education,
she provides a more comprehensive overview, where the final level truly
integrates critical pedagogy. She adds “Monocultural Education” as the first
level, where no attention is paid to student diversity and the curriculum is
Eurocentric. Her second level, “Tolerance” allows for limited information about
other groups, possibly as “heroes and holidays,” which is similar to Banks’
“Contributions Approach.” Nieto’s third level is “Acceptance” where the
curriculum includes more content material about people from a diversity of

cultures and there is sensitivity towards people of all backgrounds. The forth level
of multicultural education is “Respect,” where Nieto states that “additive
multiculturalism is the goal” (pp.388-389).

In non-curricular ways, this clearly

moves beyond Banks’ concept of the “Additive Approach” as the attitudes of
people are changing and multiculturalism is reflected throughout the school. The
final stage is “Affirmation, Solidarity, and Critique” where not only are all curricula
multicultural, but “social justice as central to education. Reflection and Action are
important components of learning” (Nieto, 2004, p. 388). Here the basis of the
curriculum is truly rooted in critical pedagogy as Nieto says, “decision making
and social action skills are the basis of the curriculum” (Nieto, 2004, pp. 388-89).

Defining Critical Multicultural Education
Thus the fifth level of Nieto’s (2004) categorization of multicultural
education, “Affirmation, Solidarity, and Critique” provides a model of critical
multicultural education as does Sleeter’s (1996) “multicultural and social
reconstructionist approach.” Nieto’s (2004) definition of multicultural education in
a sociopolitical context overtly links multicultural education and also critical
pedagogy. She writes that it is:
A process of comprehensive school reform and basic education for
all students. It challenges and rejects racism and other forms of
discrimination in schools and society and accepts and affirms the
pluralism (ethnic, racial, linguistic, religious, economic, and gender,
among others) that students, their communities, and teachers
reflect. Multicultural education permeates the schools curriculum,
and instructional strategies, as well as interactions among teacher,
students, and families, and the very way that schools conceptualize
the nature of teaching and learning. Because it uses critical
pedagogy as its underlying philosophy and focuses on knowledge ,
reflection, and action (praxis) as the basis for social change,
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multicultural education promotes democratic principles of social
justice (Nieto, 2004, p. 346).
According to Nieto (2004), the seven characteristics of multicultural
education are that it is antiracist, basic education, important for all students,
pervasive, education for social justice, a process, and critical pedagogy (pp.3889). Nieto’s definition is important for lasting social change. For example, Ouellett
(1996) found that the attempts to challenge homophobia in public schools in the
early 1990’s were “stand alone” attempts, rather than efforts to change the
“whole organization” which would be consistent with critical multicultural
education (Ouellett, 1996, p. 284). As a result, there is a persistent presence of
homophobia in public schools.
I use Nieto’s (1999) and (2004) definitions which are both inclusive and
critical. Nieto includes issues of race, class, ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation,
language, and ability as well as other issues. She also overtly connects
multicultural education and critical pedagogy. I agree with Nieto (1999) that
“Multicultural education has a greater possibility of positively affecting student
learning when it is approached through the lens of critical pedagogy” (Nieto,
1999, p. 108).
Just as there were many ideas and definitions of critical pedagogy and
multicultural education, so too are there divergent names and mandates for a
critical multicultural education. Henry Giroux (1994) coined the term “insurgent
multiculturalism” to describe his vision of critical multiculturalism. “This is not a
multiculturalism that is limited to a fascination with construction of identities,
communicative competence, and the celebration of tolerance. Instead, I wish to
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shift the discussion of multiculturalism to a pedagogical terrain in which relations
of power and racialized identities become paramount as part of a language of
critique and possibility” (p. 326). Part of Giroux’s goal is to get rid of the
normalization of the concept of whiteness - to make it visible rather than
normative. He believes that critical multiculturalism must not focus exclusively on
minorities, but should also interrogate the notion of whiteness. Another goal is
also to make room for critical dialogues and a more radical form of democracy.
Peter McLaren (1997) also focuses on the concept of whiteness, in an
article entitled “Decentering Whiteness: In Search of a Revolutionary
Multiculturalism.” He notes that multicultural education has largely ignored the
impact imperialism, colonialism and the transnational effects of capitalism have
on minority groups in the United States. He also states that “rather than
stressing the importance of diversity and inclusion, as do many multiculturalists,
more emphasis should be placed on the social and political construction of white
supremacy and the dispensation of white hegemony”(McLaren 1997, p.6). He
argues for increased focus on whiteness and the privileges and oppression,
which come with it.

Defining Critical Multicultural Pedagogies
Critical multicultural pedagogies are informed by critical pedagogies and
multicultural education. There is no one critical multicultural pedagogy, rather
there are many ways critical pedagogies and multicultural education may be
integrated and practiced. Yet, there are commonalities that such pedagogies
share. They are not a “heroes and holidays” or tokenistic approach to teaching
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about diversity. Critical multicultural pedagogies include teaching about power,
privilege, oppression, and justice while considering race, class, ethnicity, gender,
sexual orientation, language, ability and other social identities with a goal of
increasing understanding, problematizing oppression and privilege, and
transforming social inequality. They consider hegemony, resistance, and counter¬
hegemony; view knowledge as dialectical as well socially and historically
constructed; unpack ideologies; and make dialogue and conscientization a
central component of teaching and learning. Critical multicultural pedagogies are
overtly political and make teaching for social justice and transformation an
explicit part of their pedagogy.
I agree with Giroux (1994) and McLaren (1997) that multicultural
education must focus on white privilege and culture as well as “the importance of
diversity and inclusion” (McLaren, 1997, p.6). I would extend their idea, however,
to all forms of privilege including gender, sexual orientation, ability, class,
religion, language, as well as ethnic and race based privileges. For me,
heterosexual privilege and male privilege are no less issues of critical
multicultural education than white privilege. All forms of privilege based on social
identities are essential to examine in order to achieve social justice for all.
Critical multicultural pedagogies should also be for everyone. All students
should have the opportunities to problematize and explore the social and
historical constructions of privilege and oppression. Through dialogue and
multiple voices and perspectives students may gain a deep understanding and
conscientization, which can inspire social action. Praxis in critical multicultural
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pedagogies is reflexive, rather than linear. Action leads to more reflection, more
research, more dialogue, more theorizing, more action, more reflection, more
action and so on. There is no concrete end or beginning as critical multicultural
pedagogies are a process, not an end result.
Like critical multicultural education, critical multicultural pedagogies should
not be bound by the classroom walls. They will naturally spill out to engage the
school, community, and society in their learning and teaching.
Inquiry is a powerful pedagogical strategy that integrates critical theory
and multicultural education. Students may develop critical inquiries about their
own cultures, languages, identities, environments, social conditions, schools,
communities, or worlds. Students with dominant and subordinate social group
identities can engage in such practices, although they may look different.
Students in subordinate groups may examine the dynamics of oppression and
hegemony, including internalized oppression, resistance, and agency. Students
from dominant groups must focus on privilege and their role in the maintenance
of oppression. Such pedagogies should not be filled with guilt, but rather with
hope that through understanding we can deconstruct oppressive dynamics and
systems and recreate a more equitable world which benefits everyone.
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CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGY:
CRITICAL INQUIRIES INTO CRITICAL LITERACY
AND HETEROSEXISM AT JONES

This research draws on practitioner research and critical ethnography in
order to conduct a critical inquiry into critical literacy and heterosexism at Jones.
Initially, as a classroom teacher and then advisor to the Gay Straight Alliance, I
conducted practitioner research and participatory action research with my
students while using critical ethnographic methods to document in rich detail
what I saw. I used the early data I gathered to inform my practice as a teacher
and trace the course of our action project.

Later, as a doctoral student no longer

teaching, but advising the Gay Straight Alliance on a weekly basis at Jones, I
continued working with my data using critical ethnographic methods, critical
discourse analysis, and critical multicultural analysis. Critical discourse analysis
in particular helped me to deepen my focus on language, which began through a
curriculum rooted in critical literacy. Thus I have added an extra level of analysis
to my data and am using it not only to inform my practice as a teacher, but also
to participate in larger theoretical conversations.

Methodological Framework

Critical Practitioner Research
I am using critical practitioner research (Kincheloe, 1991; Anderson, Herr
& Nihlen, 1994, 2007), as a methodological framework. Critical practitioner
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research is conducted by a teacher or other school practitioner with their
students in order to inform their practice as a teacher, “produce knowledge,”
understand and problematize oppression, and work as “transformative
intellectuals” towards social justice (Kincheloe, 1991, p.24).
Critical practitioner research is an appropriate methodology for my
research as I worked with my students to develop critical literacy strategies to
understand and challenge oppression while at the same time learning more
about critical multicultural pedagogies in order to become a more effective
teacher and hopefully “produce knowledge.”
Anderson and Irvine (1993) note that teacher-research about literacy can
remain locked in a “functionalist paradigm” if it does not consider critical literacy
(p. 87). They also suggest that participatory (critical) action research should
inform teachers’ and other practitioners’ research. Participatory Action Research
in education was defined by Kemmis et al. (1981) as “a form of collective self
reflective enquiry undertaken by participants in social situations in order to
improve the rationality and justice of a) their own social or educational practices,
b) their understanding of these practices, and c) the situations in which these
practices are carried out” (p. 20).
Participatory action research is not only a theory that guides my thought
process, but also a methodology which guides the way that I conduct my
practitioner research and teach my classes.

My students chose the subject of

this study, homophobia, and together we researched and learned about it on the
national, state, community, and school levels. As we gained a deeper
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understanding of the complexity of the issue, my students proposed an action
project to address the homophobia and heterosexism they witnessed in their
school. Using critical literacy strategies, students reflected on their
understanding and actions in their journals as well as through class discussions.
Thus as a practitioner researcher, I was able to do participatory action research
with my students both to inform my practice as a teacher, add to my students and
my collective understanding of the way heterosexism functions in our school,
reveal the contexts within which the heterosexism operates, and ultimately begin
to take action towards social justice.

Critical Ethnography and “Critical Literacy Projects”
I also used critical ethnographic methods to gather my data (Carspeken,
1996, Anderson, 1989). Unlike traditional ethnography, which typically aims to
describe a culture from the participants’ perspective, critical ethnography is
overtly political and seeks to challenge injustice. Like critical multiculturalism,
critical literacy, and critical practitioner research; critical ethnography seeks not
only to understand injustice, but also to contest and ultimately change it. Critical
ethnography focuses not only on visible inequality, but also that which is invisible
or silenced (Anderson & Irvine, 1993; Fine, 1991).
Anderson and Irvine (1993) note the absence of such empirical work and
recommend ethnography as a tool to study critical literacy. An advantage to
using such a methodology is the ability to document the cultural context and
setting within which literacy is developed and used. Anderson and Irvine (1993)
also point out that ethnography can reveal the social functions of literacy which
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informs what types of literacy practice and instruction would be critical in nature
in a specific context.
Anderson and Irvine caution however that critical ethnography, as well as
interpretivist ethnography, may be detached from the work of practitioners and
teachers in the field, thus they advocate for “a critical praxis which incorporates
theory and practice” (Anderson & Irvine, 1993, p. 83). They use the term “critical
literacy project” to refer to such praxis and stress that “critical literacy
practitioners and their students may need to become ethnographers as well”
rather than leaving such academic work to those in the universities (Anderson &
Irvine 1993, p. 83).
There are several stages involved in a critical literacy project (Anderson&
Irvine, 1993), which my students and I used for our action project on homophobia
(see Appendix A). First, the ethnographer-practitioner decides with participants
which school problem should be the basis of the critical literacy project. The
generative theme (Freire, 1970/2000) must be an issue that all of the participants
feel vested in. Students and teachers take on the role of ethnographers as they
research and describe the manifestations of theme and the norms within which it
operates. Students may provide accounts of their own experiences as well as
document those of others. Participants also connect their own experiences to the
larger oppressive social context within which they operate.
Additional resources should be used to gather information, but all sources
should be interrogated regarding ideology, as no source is neutral. Questions
such as What is the historical context? and Who benefits? should be asked.
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They point out that “just as texts or other artifacts can be analyzed critically so
can any personal, community or institutional practice” (Anderson & Irvine, 1993,
p. 93). Students and teachers examine how “cultural, political, and linguistic
practices of both the dominant institutions and the local community can be re¬
envisioned to create a more equitable and humane society” (Anderson & Irvine,
1993, p. 94). Ultimately, the goal of critical literacy projects is action to challenge
social inequalities, as opposed to solely improving individual circumstances.

Setting
I did my research in a rural New England town where some of the students
live on farms, and many others work on farms during the summer months. In the
Department of Housing and Community Development profile of the town, it is
described as “residential community” which had “a strong agricultural base.”
According to the 2000 census statistics, the median household income was a
little over $50,000, about $10,000 more than the national average, while 4.76%
of the families were living at or below the poverty line. According to the 2000
census statistics, there were just under 5000 people in this town, a quarter of
whom identify their first ethnicity as Polish, 14% who identify first as Irish and
12% as English. Ninety-eight and nine tenths of a percent of the town report
being of one race. About 96% of the population identifies as White, 1.6% as
Asian, 0.8 % as Black or African American, 0.1% American Indian and 0.6%
identified as some other race. One and seven tenths of a percent of the
population identified as Hispanic or Latino. Sixty-six percent of the households
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are family households, of which about 53% are married couple families. Recently
the two Catholic churches in the town merged, which remains a controversial
issue amongst many of the Polish Catholic and Irish Catholic families.
Jane, a senior at Jonesville, described the town as “conservative” in her
journal and several of the other students used this adjective as well in class
discussions. The Special Education teacher who has lived in the town for fifteen
years described the culture of the community:
I think it is changing, but I umm, think that its roots are in the
farming community and you see that a lot with the kids. A lot of
them live on farms and they spend their summers working on farms
either their family’s or someone else’s family’s.

The Head Teacher, a veteran of over thirty years, describes the
transformation she has seen during her career.
I guess we are a pretty homogeneous group. Although, having
been here as many years as I have, it is pretty different than it was
30 years ago. I think we are seeing more and more diversity,
although some may not see it, especially compared with other
schools. Thirty years ago, my gosh, it was so homogeneous it was
unbelievable, (laughs) They were umm Polish, Irish, basically
Catholic, they lived on farms, they picked asparagus, they came in
late in the mornings during asparagus season, they went to work on
the farm at 3:00 and that was their culture...they went to CCD
classes one day a week and were released for that so - probably
75% of the students went and the other 25% didn’t go, not because
they didn’t belong to the church, just because they weren’t
practicing at the time. So it was a very homogeneous community.
And I think to a certain extent it still is, but not to the extent that it
was. And there is more building in [town], and whether it is the
students here for school choice or the children of the professors,
there definitely is a change in the community.

Many of the current students at Jones have parents who also went to school
at Jones, as did some of their grandparents. So the culture of school thirty years
ago was the experience of many of the parents of the students I taught.
During the 2004-05 school year, Jones School, which houses grades 712, had approximately 260 students. One and six tenths of a percent of the
students in the school were African American, 3.5% were Asian American, 2.3%
were Hispanic and 92.6% were White. Eight and six tenths of a percent of the
school population was identified as low income and approximately 10% of the
students qualify for Special Education services. The attendance rate is about
95.2%, which is slightly higher than the state average of 94.1%, and the dropout
rate is 1.2% which is lower than the state average of 3.7%. During the 20032004 school year, 39% of the students went on to 4 year private colleges, 36%
went on to 4 year public colleges, 8% went to 2 year colleges, and 11% were
unknown or other. The school consistently outperforms the state on
standardized state tests required for graduation and the student teacher ratio is
11.5 to 1. Students have lockers in the halls, and although they are permitted to,
most do not use locks. Instances of theft are rare, and teachers as well as
students often leave their belongings unattended to.
Homophobia at Jones Junior and Senior High School
From my own observations over the past six years experience working at
Jones Junior and Senior High School, and my interviews with students, faculty,
and staff, I have not encountered any instances of physical violence targeted at
students because of their perceived sexual orientation. I have, however, seen
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and heard accounts of verbal harassment and homophobic slurs, heterosexist
attitudes, and a clear omission of LGBT issues in the curriculum. The phrases
“That’s so gay” and “don’t be gay” are commonplace.

The Researcher
I, as the practitioner researcher, am an English and social studies high
school teacher, advisor, and a doctoral student in Education in the Language,
Literacy, and Culture program at the University of Massachusetts. I have been
teaching or advising in one way or another for over ten years, six of which were
at the research site. I am a European American woman with a Jewish father and
an Episcopal mother. I am married to a Chinese American man and we have a
biracial son and daughter. I am privileged in many contexts - race, class, marital
status, country of origin, and education to name a few. I am committed to using
critical multicultural pedagogies with all students, teaching myself and my
students about privilege and being an ally, in addition to developing strategies
which are commonly labeled as critical literacy.
During the 2004-05 school year as a classroom teacher at Jones Junior
and Senior High school, I taught eleventh grade English, eleventh grade US
History, tenth grade World History, Sociology, and Contemporary Issues. In
addition, I became the advisor to the Gay Straight Alliance when it was formed in
the winter of 2004, and continued on as the advisor through the 2005-06 school
year. As a classroom teacher, in a small high school, I had several students in
more than one class. While I collected data from several classes, this research
focuses mainly on work which came out of my Contemporary Issues class and
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the later formed Gay Straight Alliance as well as related work produced by those
same students in other classes that I taught.
Contemporary Issues Class
Although I taught six classes, I focused on my initial research on my
Contemporary Issues class for several reasons. My Contemporary Issues class
is small but in many ways representative of whole the school. Of the twelve
students in the class, three are in the ninth grade, one is in the tenth grade, three
are in the eleventh grade, and five are in the twelfth grade. There are seven
young men and five young women, two African American students, one Asian
American student and nine European American students. One student receives
special education services and another has a 504 plan. I have a Muslim student,
Catholic students, Protestant students, and students who are not religious. None
of the students have disclosed their own sexual orientation as anything other
than heterosexual, although a couple of the students never chose to disclose
their sexual orientation at all.
I invited all of my Contemporary Issues students to choose their own
pseudonyms and I supplied names for others in this research in order to maintain
anonymity. Some chose names that they liked, for example “Orleana”, from The
Poisonwood Bible, which we read in English class, and many chose the names
of friends. Two students selected names that may obscure their ethnicities, a
European American student chose the name “Anwar” after Anwar Sadat and a
Pakistani student chose the name “Carlos.” Table 1 provides demographic
information about the students and is followed by brief profiles.
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Table 1: Student Demographics
Student

Ethnicity

Gender

Steve

European
American

Male

Lauren
Jane

Anwar

European
American
European
American

Female
Female

Grade
04-05
12

12
12

European
American
African
American/
European
American
European
American
European
American

Male

12

Male

12

Female

11

Female

11

European
American
Pakistani
immigrant
European
American
African
American
European
American
European
American

Female

11

Male

10

Male

Tina

Allyson

Antonio

Orleana
Nora

Katie
Carlos
Jack
Jeff
Tom
Brenda

Classes with Researcher
Contemporary Issues Grade
World History II Grade 10
Contemporary Issues Grade
World History Grade 10
Contemporary Issues Grade
Contemporary Issues Grade
World History II Grade 10
Contemporary Issues Grade
Contemporary Issues Grade
Contemporary Issues Grade
Contemporary Issues Grade
Contemporary Issues Grade

GSA
9

Yes

12
Yes
12
9
12
9
12
9
12

No

No
Yes

Yes

9

American Literature Grade 11
Contemporary Issues Grade 11
American Literature Grade 11
Sociology Grade 11
Contemporary Issues Grade 11
Sociology Grade 11
Contemporary Issues Grade 11
World History II Grade 10
Contemporary Issues Grade 10
Contemporary Issues Grade 9

Male

9

Contemporary Issues Grade 9

Yes

Male

9

Contemporary Issues Grade 9

Yes

Female

11

Yes

European
American

Female

12

European
American

Female

10

Sociology Grade 11
American Literature Grade 11
GSA co-head Grades 11 & 12
(04-05, 05-06)
World History Grade 10
Sociology Grade 12
GSA co-head Grade 12 (04-05)
World History Grade 10
GSA co-head Grade 11 & 12
(05-06, 06-07)
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Yes

Yes
Yes
No

Yes

Yes

Student Profiles
•

Anwar: 1 have known Anwar for four years. As a ninth grader in my
Contemporary Issues Class he was very quiet and, despite his
strong academic skills, quite intimidated by the make up of the
class, which included several seniors. During his freshman year,
Anwar introduced me to his mom and his other mom at open
house. Later, his father made the rounds and introduced himself as
Anwar’s Dad. After this year I never saw or heard about his “other
mom” again and it is my understanding that his moms are no longer
together. While Anwar wrote about his mom in his journal during
his senior year and identified her as “a sexual orientation other than
heterosexual,” he never spoke about her specifically to the rest of
the class.
As a senior, Anwar is very bright and articulate, although
often quiet in class. He is a middle class European American
student who succeeds easily in school. He chose to do individual
research and class facilitation on chemical dependency and same
sex marriage. He read and responded to newspaper articles with
titles such as: Boston Red Sox, Commander disagreed with
Fallujah invasion, Same sex Marriage Ban approved in Louisiana,
and Death in Darfur. He graduated second in his class with a 4.09
GPA and a 1510 SAT score, affording him a spot in a competitive
college, but sparing him the role of valedictorian.
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•

Antonio: I have also known Antonio for four years as he was in my
Contemporary Issues class with Anwar as a freshman and returned
to take it again as a senior. Antonio is biracial. He lost his African
American father several years ago and his European American
mother has raised him since then. In Contemporary Issues,
Antonio is lively and engaged. He pushes his peers to think
critically about the issues we address in class. He chose topics
such as Affirmative Action, the Conflict in Northern Ireland, and
Garbage and Recycling for independent research and presentation.
He is a well respected athlete and a star soccer goalie and puts his
energy there.

He is recognized as a student leader and was given

several awards at graduation as a result of this leadership.
•

Steve: Steve is the third of the senior young men who first took
Contemporary Issues with me as freshman. He is Polish American
and Catholic. His family, which he has described as conservative,
has lived in Jonesville for generations and is actively involved with
the school and community.

Humanities did not come as easily to

Steve as math, and he graduated in the bottom half of his class.
Steve’s self initiated research and presentations include topics such
as the economy and jobs.
•

Jane: Jane has struggled in school since I first had her in her
freshman year. She has failed several classes throughout the
years as she does not turn in assignments and often appears

disengaged from school. She graduated second to last in her class
with a GPA 2.11 and was the only student in the class to report that
she had no plans of going to college. Although she has a 504 plan,
she chooses not to receive support from the resource room.
Although she did not always do all of her homework in
Contemporary Issues, she did do her presentations and facilitated a
discussion on American Indian Rights.
•

Lauren: Lauren is a twin. She is a white, European American who
comes from a large family. She is an exceptionally hard worker, an
excellent athlete, and a student with learning disabilities. She
worked tirelessly to graduate 12th in her class and went on to a four
year college to pursue a degree in Education. Her oldest brother, a
former student of mine, was in Iraq during the 2004-05 school year
and is currently serving his third tour of duty there. This was very
much on her mind as we discussed the war and politics in our
class. Her tough, cool shell was noticeably penetrated during these
conversations. The newspaper articles that she chose to read and
respond to often had political themes such as War in Iraq,
Guantanamo Prison Abuse, Car Bomb in Iraq, The New CzarPutin, and West Blamed for Chechen Rampage. She did individual
research and facilitated a class discussion on teen pregnancy.

Her

commitment to justice runs deep and she consistently seeks to do
what is right. During our unit on fast food and junk food, unlike her
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peers, Lauren chose to research Jones School. She found that
although the school policy prohibited serving candy to students for
snack before lunch, the school served Twix bars which they called
“cookie bars.” She challenged this practice using respectful, but
consistent efforts to change the policy.
•

Orleana: Orleana, a white middle class young woman, was the
spine of our Solidarity Day Project and a key leader in the Gay
Straight Alliance at the school. During the 2004-2005 school year
Orleana was in both my English 11 class and Contemporary
Issues. She is a strong student, active in theater, yearbook, and
the school paper.

Orleana’s topics for facilitation included

paranormal phenomena and socialism, which represent her range
and scope well. She chose newspaper articles with controversies
such as CIA’s Bleak Outlook on Iraq, Bush Cocaine Use, Congress
Blocks Action on Environment, Clean Water Act violations on
Navajo Lands, and Burma releases Prisoners but not Suu Kyi.
•

Nora: During the 2004-2005 school year, Nora and I saw a lot of
each other. Nora was in my 11th grade English class, my Sociology
class, and in my Contemporary Issues class. She is a very strong
student academically who went on to one of the top all women’s
colleges in the country. As a high school student, she was
engaged with theater, journalism, and yearbook as well as the Gay
Straight Alliances. She chose to research and facilitate a class
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discussion on Free Speech where students explored multiple
perspectives on what the limits and scope should be while
developing and articulating their own perspectives.
Nora’s family plays a strong role in her life. She comes from
a middle class European American family. Her parents are
divorced and have very different households, but Nora balances
her relationships and adapts to her surroundings. Her father runs a
strict Catholic household with his second wife and their children.
Her mother and her younger siblings, who she lives with most of
the time, do not share the same political or religious views as her
father. Nora brought her sister, a seventh grader, to the Gay
Straight Alliance meetings during the first year of its existence. Her
sister has continued to be an active member of the organization
over the past four years.
•

Katie: Katie is a white European American young woman who
came from a middle class family. Katie was in the same social
circle as Nora and Orleana. She was also a junior who was
involved in yearbook, journalism, theater, and the Gay Straight
Alliance. She chose a wide range of usually controversial topics for
her research in class including stem cell research, pornography,
and China’s family planning policies.

•

Carlos: Carlos is a Pakistani immigrant and at the time came from
the only Muslim family in the school. Politely turning down pizza
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during Ramadan at a Gay-Straight Alliance meeting, he negotiated
his religious, cultural, and school lives with grace and a clear sense
of boundaries. He was a sophomore during the 2004-2005 school
year and was in my World History class as well as my
Contemporary Issues class. Carlos chose topics such as genetic
engineering, taxes, and space exploration. Carlos was an excellent
student, but also possessed a clear sense of duty to do what was
right. He became the valedictorian of his senior class.
•

Jack: Jack is a tall freshman. He is Polish, Catholic, and also
related to several students in the school as his family is another old
Jonesville family. Jack was often quiet in class but consistently did
quality written work. His research in class included topics such as
mental illness and video games.

•

Jeff and Tom: Jeff and Tom were members of the class but did not
return their signed consent forms in order to be included in this
research, although both chose pseudonyms, were contributing
members of the class, and indicated a desire to participate. Their
voices therefore will not be represented in the data.

•

Brenda: Brenda was not in my Contemporary Issues class, but she
was in my Sociology and English classes during the 2004-2005
school year. She volunteered to be the head of the GSA during
both the 2004-2005 and 2005-2006 school years. A singer,
actress, and writer, Brenda was in several AP classes and was
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among the most academically gifted in her class. She played Jo in
Little Women, which was a natural character for her to dive into.
During the 2005-2006 school year she suffered from an emotional
breakdown. She failed some of her classes because she was
unable to turn in assignments. She held on to the GSA however,
and with the strong support of Nora, Orleana, and Katie and a few
other GSA friends, continued to lead the group as they challenged
heterosexism in their school.
•

Tina: Tina was a senior during the 2004-2005 school year and a
student in my Sociology Class. She volunteered to be the first
head of the first GSA in Jones’ history. She was a gutsy student
with a loud voice, a big laugh, and an active social life. Academics
were neither her strength nor her main interest, although they were
for many of her friends, and she did graduate in the middle of her
class.

•

Allyson: Allyson was in my World History class during her
sophomore year. She was European American young woman with
learning disabilities who came out as bisexual to many of her peers
and teachers during her junior and senior years. She was also a
co-head of the GSA during her junior and senior years at Jones.
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Pedagogy
Critical Multicultural Pedagogies were a guiding theoretical and
philosophical force as I created and implemented curriculum for all of my classes,
including Contemporary Issues. Through critical multicultural pedagogies,

I see

and value all types of diversity in my students and support them to affirm the
diversity that they see in their worlds. I also recognize that there is no “level
playing field” as power and privilege are not evenly distributed in our society. As
a teacher, I believe that it is my job to support my students in developing the
skills and strategies that they need to be effective citizens in an increasingly
diverse and stratified world. I strive to support students in looking critically at the
way that the world is structured and in taking action when they can. To this end,
I work to create a classroom which models democracy, affirms diversity,
integrates theory and practice, and encourages critical inquiry and social action.
Through a critical multicultural pedagogy I emphasized developing critical
literacy with my students. From the beginning of class, I discussed critical
literacy with my students and it was one of the main course goals, which was
reflected in their final exam where they wrote about their development of critical
literacy and provided examples of the strategies they had employed over the
course of the year (see Appendix B). I approached critical literacy projects
through a critical multicultural pedagogy, which allowed for a broad definition of
culture and a consistent focus on power.
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Research Methods
During the first year of my research, as a practitioner researcher, I
gathered data in all of my classes as many of my students were in multiple
classes with me. During the second year of data collection, I continued my
research and expanded my lens to consider the culture of the school as well as
the work of the Gay Straight Alliance through lenses of critical ethnography,
critical discourse analysis, and critical multicultural analysis. As a classroom
teacher during the first year of the research I was at the research site every
school day for a minimum of eight hours. During the second year, as an advisor,
I usually spent about 3-8 hours a week at the school. During weeks when the
GSA sponsored events I usually stayed for the entire day.

•

Participant observation: As a practitioner researcher, class room
teacher and later advisor, I gathered an enormous amount of data
through participant observation. Much of the data was initially
stored through “headnotes” (Emerson, Fretz & Shaw, 1995) and
later documented through jottings, audio recorded field notes, and
or more detailed written field notes. As a classroom teacher during
the first year of the research I was at the research site every school
day for a minimum of eight hours. During the second year, as an
advisor, I averaged about 3 hours a week at the school. On days
when the GSA sponsored events I stayed for the entire day.

•

Field notes: Over the course of two years I took hundreds of pages
of field notes. As a full time classroom teacher and advisor during
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the 2004-2005 school year, I was able to gather a lot of data
through daily field notes. During the 2005-2006 school year My
goal in taking field notes was to provide “thick description” (Hymes,
1974) of what was going on in my classes as well as outside my
class as it related to the students’ action project. My strategies for
taking field notes varied. As a classroom teacher, I did not have
time to take detailed field notes during the school day. Instead I
would make jottings (Emerson, Fretz & Shaw, 1995) of important
words or phrases, which I could reconstruct after school in a more
substantial account. After school, I would stay late into the
afternoon and write more detailed accounts of my jottings before I
forgot what had happened. On days when I did not have time to
write detailed field notes at school, I would tape record my field
notes as I drove to pick up my children. Later, I would selectively
transcribe these tapes focusing on those field notes which spoke to
my research questions. I saved the tapes of my recorded field
notes to revisit later.

•

Audio recorded classes: Since I was not able to take many field
notes while I was the classroom teacher, I audio recorded some
class sessions in order to have an accurate record of what was
said. Although the students consented to being taped for research
purposes at the beginning of the research, I always asked their
permission to tape each time I did it. Therefore, the students were
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aware of the presence of the tape recorder. Initially, I noticed that
students participated differently. The conversation was slower and
students were less likely to interrupt one another or allow their
conversations to wander or be sidetracked. This did not last long,
however and they quickly resumed their typical style of participation
that I had observed previously. I listened to the recorded classes
many times, often in my car as I drove by myself, and then
selectively transcribed the recordings. I saved all tapes to review
throughout the research process.

•

Student journals: As a Contemporary Issues teacher, I ask my
students to keep journals for the class where they respond to selfselected articles they read, prompts I gave them or their reflections
on current issues. Most students wrote between one hundred and
one hundred and fifty pages of journal entries. I used these journals
as a primary source of data as it gave me added access to what
students were thinking and what sense they were making out of
what was going on. It also allowed me to see their critical literacy
development throughout the year. I photocopied all student
journals and kept them in a secure location.

•

Student work: I collected student work in all of my classes. As
many of my Contemporary Issues students had me in multiple
classes, I made sure that I collected all of their writing in all of the
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classes which I taught. All student work that I collected was also
stored in a secure location.

•

Interviews: In addition to the informal interviews that I conducted
with students, I conducted formal interviews with the principal, the
school nurse, the school psychologist, the head teacher in charge
of discipline at the school, and the special education teacher. I
selected these adults for interviews due to the type of contact they
had with students and their role in facilitating or hindering the
students’ action project. For all formal interviews, I tape recorded
the interview and then transcribed it. I then member checked the
interviews by sending the transcripts to each interviewee for review
and final consent for their use in my research (Galman, 2007).

•

Document Collection and digital photography: I kept all
assignments, curriculum, and other official documents that related
to the courses that I taught. I kept all correspondence from the
principal, agendas for faculty meetings, and curricular mandates.
Demographic data as well as information regarding the
performance of the school in standardized testing was also
gathered. I also collected student newspapers with articles about
the Day of Solidarity, Safe Space Stickers, and the GSA. In
addition, I took a few digital pictures of student projects, including
the display which they created to raise awareness about sexual
orientation and heterosexism.
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•

Student Surveys. Although the vast majority of the data I
collected was qualitative, I did also gather some quantitative data
through student surveys of their school community. My
Contemporary Issues students and I conducted surveys of the
students in the schools to determine their attitudes towards various
social issues, including same sex marriage, universal healthcare,
and abortion. Tina conducted a survey for my sociology class
which she administered to all students in grades 9-12. The survey
included questions about the prevalence of homophobic remarks in
the school and attitudes towards LGBT people (see Appendix C).
In addition, during the 2005-2006 Day of Solidarity, the GSA
surveyed the Middle School Students by making 3 statements and
asking students to respond strongly disagree, disagree, unsure,
agree, strongly agree for themselves and based on what they
believe their peers’ typical reponse would be. The statements
were: 1. Being lesbian, gay, bisexual, or transgender is healthy and
normal. 2. I would be accepting towards a close friend or family
member who was LGBT. 3. LGBT people should have the same
rights as straight people.

My data set consists of thousands of pages of student work, fieldnotes,
transcripts from interviews, and documents I collected during the two years of
research at Jones. I reviewed my data as I collected it and pulled pieced which
spoke to my research questions. As I reviewed my notes, transcripts, tapes, and

82

my students’ work, I looked for themes and questions. I wrote research memos to
pull together what I was learning. I also shared what I was seeing with other
doctoral students and a couple of professors in order to help me to frame and
reframe what I was seeing.

I revisited my data set again and again throughout

the research and analysis process. Each time, finding more and more data that
supported and sometimes challenged the patterns I was seeing.
Selecting data to use in the dissertation was difficult as I had so much
powerful data which spoke to my research questions. I selected data that was
representative of the themes I was addressing and provided multiple data
sources such as student writing, transcriptions of student participation in classes,
informal and formal interviews, fieldnotes, documents, and the surveys which my
students conducted in order to triangulate my data to support my findings. I have
also shared pieces of my research with my Contemporary Issues students and
have received their feedback as well. Through the use of multiple data sources,
member checking, and sharing my data and analysis with colleagues, I was able
to further confirm my findings.

Theoretical Framework for Analysis of Data
In order to analyze the data I draw on Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA)
(Fairclough, 1992, 2001; Fairclough & Wodak, 1997; Cameron, 2001, 2003;
Foucault, 1984; Smitherman, 2000; Gee, 1999) with a focus on wording
(Fairclough, 1992) including Metaphor Analysis (Lakoff & Johnson,1980; Coffey
& Atkinson, 1996; Fairclough, 1992, 2001). To further inform my analysis, I look
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to Critical Multicultural Analysis (Rudman & Botelho, forthcoming; Botelho 2004;
Nieto, 1999, 2004; Fine 1991; Sleeter, 1996). Using these theories, I am able to
examine the power of language and language use both in terms of oppression
and resistance, limiting freedom and exercising agency.
The data analysis draws on critical discourse analysis and critical
multicultural analysis in order to explore the critical literacy practices of the
students and the power of language to shape and resist ideologies in schools.
Gee (2001) sees critical literacy as critical discourse analysis, and in fact my
students and I interrogated language use as we developed critical literacy. It
makes sense then to draw on critical discourse analysis as I analyze the data
about students’ development of critical literacy. Just as I inform my teaching
philosophy of critical pedagogy with multiculturalism, so too I rely on critical
multiculturalism to add to my data analysis.
According to Fairclough and Wodak (1997) CDA views discourse as
“social practice.” Through this lens, discourse is understood as a dialectical, or
two way, relationship as discourse both is shaped by and shapes situations,
social structures, and institutions. It can both maintain and reinforce the status
quo, or transform it. Discursive practices have ideological effects in that they can
produce and reproduce power relations making racist, sexist, or heterosexist
discourses sound “normal.” CDA attempts to highlight these aspects of
discourse. CDA is “a form of intervention in social practice and social
relationships (Fairclough & Wodak, 1997, p. 258). As such, it is action oriented
and rooted in social justice.

CDA is overtly political and intervenes to interrupt
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oppression, making its emancipatory mission explicit.(Fairclough & Wodak,
1997).
For my data analysis, CDA helps me to reveal the ideologies which
pervade discourses. Cameron (2001) points out that “the way certain realities
get talked or written about - that is the choices speakers and writers make in
doing it - are not just random but ideologically patterned” (p. 124). Thus they
may seem ‘natural’ and using CDA to analyze my data will help me to challenge
this naturalization of discourse.
In Fairclough’s (1992) text analysis he emphasizes word meaning and
metaphor.

In terms of word meaning, Fairclough (1992) points out that words

have multiple meanings or meaning potentials and as producers and consumers
of language we constantly make “socially variable” choices as to our
interpretation of them (185-6). He also refers to a ‘hegemonic model’ of word
meaning whereby those in power attempt to “win acceptance for particular
meanings for words” which is a means of solidifying hegemony (p. 190).
Fairclough also considers the use of metaphors. According to Lakoff and
Johnson (1980) “the essence of metaphor is understanding and experiencing
one kind of thing in terms of another” (p.5). “Metaphors are often highly
compressed expressions, well worth the trouble of unpacking for what they can
reveal both about their creator’s unique experience of the world and of the
conceptual foundations of the world to which those creator’s belong” (Scott 2001,
p.85). Metaphors may be analyzed in many ways. For the purpose of my
research I am looking at which metaphors are chosen (Fairclough, 1992) and the
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ways they are used and understood. As Coffey and Atkinson (1996) write,
“Metaphors are grounded in socially shared knowledge” (p. 86) which implies a
shared understanding of reality, which is necessary for metaphors to “work.”
A domain analysis of metaphors examines the identification of
linguistic/cultural symbols, the semantic relationship between folk terms, and
uses “who,” “where,” “when,” “what,” and “how” questions to chart the metaphor
(Coffey & Atkinson, 1996). Fairclough (1992) explains that the choice of one
metaphor rather than another is an ideological choice whereby we shape our
reality, our thoughts, actions, beliefs, and systems of knowledge in one way over
other possible ways. “How a particular domain of experience is metaphorized is
one of the stakes in the struggle within and over discourses” (p. 195). Examining
metaphors helps to illuminate the ideologies and explore the discourses which
are reflected in my data.
Critical multicultural Analysis, like critical multicultural pedagogy, is
informed by multicultural education and critical theory (Rudman & Botehlo,
forthcoming; Botehlo, 2004). Botelho (2004) describes critical multicultural
analysis as that which “examines dominant class, race, and gender ideologies” to
which I also add dominant ideologies about sexual orientation. She points out
that “critical multicultural analysis deconstructs hierarchical power relations
around which language plays a critical role” (Botelho, 2004, p. 6). Critical
multicultural analysis can provide a window into the “resistance, subversion, and
transformation of dominant ideologies” (Botelho 2004, p. 25). In my data
analysis, critical multicultural analysis will also allow me to look at silence,
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tolerance, support, solidarity, privilege and the work of allies, which are themes in
my data.

Description of Categories of Analysis
Consistent with critical qualitative research (Carspecken, 1996), I feature
the voices and writing of the students themselves wherever possible. I use
metaphors in subheads for each section, mostly from student writing or
transcripts of discussions and a few from interviews with staff, in order to
highlight the linguistic choices which were made. The metaphors, along with
other linguistic wording choices are significant, as they are shaped by the culture
of the school and also serve to reshape that culture. Through evidence from
student writing, class discussions, emails, publications, and visual displays as
well as from my own fieldnotes and interviews with faculty and administration, I
am able to explore the discourses surrounding gay rights and heterosexism and
the critical literacy that students used to reveal and challenge them.
I have organized the data to first reveal the dimensions of heterosexism
at Jones. Secondly, I focus on the critical literacy the students exhibited through
considering, questioning, and critiquing perspectives on heterosexism. I then
provide data to illustrate the students decoding and disrupting Discourses of
heterosexism and heteronormativity. Next, I turn to evidence of students
disrupting the norms and breaking the silence that feed heterosexism. Finally, I
focus on the social activism of allies challenging heterosexism.
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I coded the critical literacy strategies, which appeared in the data set. I
used both top down coding grounded in critical literacy theory and bottom up
open coding initially to see what emerged from my data. The codes for critical
literacy practices included: critiquing, questioning, viewing subjects from multiple
and historical perspectives, challenging norms, engaging in critical dialogue,
understanding the relationship between language and power, unpacking
dominant ideologies, decoding Discourses, and engaging in social action. In
addition, I drew on critical multicultural analysis to add codes including: silencing,
the recognition of privilege, the understanding of the dynamics of oppression, the
identification of one’s own role in maintaining oppression, the development as
allies, empowerment and social activism.
After going through my data several times, I noticed that there were
metaphors that my students used repeatedly, such as “rock the boat” and a
range of metaphors that had to do with fighting and battling.

I also coded

metaphors that only appeared once. As I looked through my data coded for
critical literacy, I added codes for metaphors.
In my data, I also looked for evidence of the maintenance and disruption
of heterosexism at Jones. Themes of institutionalized silence, invisibility,
backlash, control over language, and the ideology of heteronormativity emerged
as ways the heterosexism was constituted and maintained. Through the
students’ development of critical literacy this heterosexism was challenged
specifically by breaking the silence, making visible the invisible, working as allies,
problematizing heteronormativity and taking action.
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I focused my analysis on the data that presented examples of the
maintenance or interruption of heterosexism and evidence of critical literacy
strategies. Rather than focusing on a conventional definition of literacy or
“reading the word,” I looked for examples of students “reading the world,” in
particular the heterosexism in the world of Jones. I pulled together my coded
data and arranged it thematically in a chart (see Appendix D).
As I analyzed my data, I looked for metaphors and explored “word
meanings” (Fairclough, 1992). I drew on CDA and critical multicultural analysis to
unpack my data looking at linguistic details, critical literacy, and ideologies. For
certain words or metaphors that appeared throughout my data, I also used a
domain analysis so that I could understand the different ways words and
metaphors were being used by various participants.
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CHAPTER 4
A CRITICAL LITERACY PROJECT:
MORE THAN A DAY OF SOLIDARITY

In this chapter, I provide a thick description of the pedagogy and events
which transpired as the Contemporary Issues students and I engaged in a critical
literacy project centered on homophobia and heterosexism at Jones. What
began as a unit on homophobia and gay rights, turned into a multi-year effort to
understand and interrupt heterosexism at Jones. Our inquiry into heterosexism
was a critical literacy project, a critical praxis of theory, research, and practice
(Anderson & Irvine, 1993).
As Anderson and Irvine (1993) call for, my students and I became critical
ethnographers who together identified an issue, heterosexism, in which we felt
vested. We researched and documented multiple perspectives and experiences
with homophobia and heterosexism, and looked at each critically. Ultimately, the
goal of a critical literacy project is to engage in social action, which Anderson and
Irvine (1993) define as “concrete social practice to confront social, political, or
economic realities” (98). The Day of Solidarity was the students’ social action
project, which was the culminating event of our unit on heterosexism. While the
unit ended, the critical literacy project on heterosexism continued outside of class
through the work of the Gay Straight Alliance, which had been created by the
Contemporary Issues students in conjunction with other students, during the unit
of heterosexism. The development and activities of the Gay Straight Alliance
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thus were a direct result and continuation of the critical inquiry into heterosexism,
which was our critical literacy project.
Key events in the critical literacy project are presented here in
chronological order.

The chart in Appendix A is also helpful as it lines up the

phases of a project as outlined by Anderson and Irvine (1993) with some of those
of the Contemporary Issues Class. It is also deceptively neat and linear, rather
than fluid and messy, which was our experience. In the end, students were not
bound by the “unit” in which we “covered” the topic of heterosexism, rather the
actions, reflections, gathering of information, and other phases of the project
continued into the next year when the class no longer existed, but several of the
students had joined with other peers in the Gay Straight Alliance to keep the
cycle of inquiry and activism alive.
This chapter, foregrounding the chronology, pedagogical events, and
cyclical nature of our critical literacy project, provides a foundation for the
thematic presentation and analysis of data which follows in chapter five. Here in
chapter four, I provide the flavor and scope of our critical literacy project. I use
some data here in order to give the critical literacy project life and emotion, as to
represent it simply as a chronology defies the praxis of integrating critical literacy
theory, pedagogy, and critical ethnographic and practitioner research (Anderson
& Irvine, 1993). Chapter five will provide the analysis of the data which I
gathered from this critical literacy project beginning with the inquiry into
heterosexism and ending with the activities of the Gay Straight Alliance the
following year.
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Inquiry into Heterosexism

Drawing on the work of Freire (1970/2000), I used generative themes
which emerged from critical discussions, free writes, and brainstorming sessions.
As a class, we pulled these themes together and discussed which ones were
relevant to all of our lives in order to determine which we wanted to address
together as a whole class, and which ones individual students wanted to address
through research and presentation. Homophobia and gay rights was a topic
which every student in the class expressed a desire to address. With this rare
unanimous support and interest, we began our unit on homophobia and gay
rights towards the end of the first semester in Contemporary Issues. This was an
issue that all of the participants felt vested in, which was the first step to
identifying a topic for a critical literacy project (see chapter three and Appendix
A).
I started the unit by having my students reflect on their own experiences
and beliefs about homosexuality and homophobia and the manifestations of it
which they saw in their school, homes, and community. Many students noted that
they came from families and communities that were overtly homophobic, while
others shared stories of family members and friends who were not heterosexual.
Over the next couple of weeks, students captured in rich detail some of the
manifestations of homophobia in their school. Phrases such as “that’s so gay,”
“don’t be gay,” “you are so gay,” “homo,” and “fag” were among the most
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common examples that students cited. They also noticed that homophobia was
never discussed at school.
Back in the classroom, we problematized the phrase “that’s so gay.”
Students offered multiple perspectives and experiences with the phrase. Using
critical literacy and critical discourse analysis strategies, we explored the larger
meanings and implications of using “gay” to mean “stupid.” Through journaling
and whole class discussion, students realized that the phrase “that’s so gay” was
not neutral at all.
Once the Contemporary Issues students had reflected on their personal
experiences and role in heterosexism, we began to discuss the silence which
blankets the subject in our community. We asked “How does this silencing
work?,” “How does it manifest itself?,” “Who benefits from such silencing?” and
“How can we change it?”
Through our discussion of silence, we moved from the student’s current
experience to examine the ways that homophobia in the school connects to the
way heterosexism operates on cultural and institutional levels.
Students noted that they had never read or heard a children’s book that
included homosexual characters. I brought in Leslea Newman’s Heather Has
Two Mommies and Gloria Goes to Gay Pride, which we read, questioned, and
discussed. We also watched a Frontline episode entitled: The Assault on Gay
America, which added a socio-cultural and national perspective of heterosexism
and homophobia in the United States.
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Students then researched questions of interest to them about homophobia
and shared their findings with the rest of the class. One of the documents they
found was the Massachusetts State Government’s recommendations for making
schools safe for LGBT students, which included the formation of a Gay Straight
Alliance in every school. We spent a lot of time with this document, as it helped
provide a historical and socio-political context for heterosexism and gay rights in
public schools.
Many of the students expressed interest in starting a GSA at our high
school.

I encouraged them to do so and offered to be their faculty sponsor, but

suggested that it be open to the entire school rather than a class project. After
securing the principal’s permission, we began the first GSA at the school, which
had two of my Sociology students as the leaders and most of the Contemporary
Issues students as founding members. During their winter meetings attendance
at after school GSA meetings averaged 27 students, about 10% of the student
population of the entire school. Although the meetings were heavily attended by
students in my classes, students who I never taught also attended.
The Contemporary Issues students were very aware of the lack of LGBT
voices in our discussions as well as in our school. The Contemporary Issues
class expressed interest in hearing from Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual, and
Transgender people about their experiences and so I arranged for a panel from a
GSA at a local University to come to talk to the students. The panel was
composed of several members of the LGBT community including an ally. During
the discussion which followed their presentation, my students asked about the
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involvement of the panel members in Gay Straight Alliances when they were in
high school. One of the panel members shared his story of starting a GSA at his
school as well as some of the activities which they sponsored. He told the
students about a “Jeans and white T-Shirt Day” to show support of the LGBT
community as well as National Day of Silence where students choose not to
speak on a set day in solidarity with the silence which enshrouds LGBT youth.

Planning for the Day of Solidarity
After the panel, we discussed possible action projects. After exploring the
options which the students and I came up with, a jeans and white T shirt day was
ultimately chosen with the possibility of also doing the National Day of Silence on
April 13 as a second event. The students decided they wanted to wait until after
winter vacation and final exams to plan their day. I was a little concerned that by
waiting until after December vacation and exams that the students would lose
their motivation to do their action project. In my December Field notes I wrote,
“Unfortunately we don’t really have time to do their day this semester. I wonder if
the students will be able to maintain their energy and excitement about their
action project through vacation, midterms, until February or maybe even March.”
I needn’t have been so worried, it truly was a critical literacy action project
and the students had vested interests in carrying out their project.

In early

February, following the mid-year exams, we began to discuss and plan for the
Day of Solidarity. I told the students that they would need to formally propose
their day to the principal and receive his permission to hold an all-school event.
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As a class, the students co-composed a letter to the principal formally
requesting and explaining their day. Their letter reads as follows:
Dear Principal,
Our Contemporary Issues class would like to propose a
jeans and white t-shirt day on Thursday March 10, 2005 to raise
awareness for solidarity in our school community with all people
who are gay, lesbian, bisexual, or transgender. The idea was
suggested by a member of the [panel from the local University] and
has worked well at other schools in the area. People wishing to
support the GLBT solidarity cause are urged to wear jeans and a
white t-shirt on this day. Stickers will also be made available for
those wishing to show solidarity. If you have any questions or
concerns feel free to contact our class.
Respectfully,
Contemporary Issues Class

Two of the seniors delivered the letter to the principal who approved their day
immediately and the class began work on their project.
The Contemporary Issues students began work on signs to hang around
school to publicize their day as well as posters which included facts about
homophobia. Upon returning from February vacation, the students picked up
where they had left off and drafted an announcement to be read during morning
and afternoon announcements to further publicize their day. Their
announcement said:
Jones is hosting a day of solidarity and awareness about
homosexuality and homophobia. All students are encouraged to
wear jeans and white T-Shirt on Thursday, March 10 to show
support for the gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender people in
our community. Thank you.
Through ethnographic field notes and journal entries the students and I
continued to document the school response to the planned Day of Solidarity.
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The announcement was read once, one week before the Day of Solidarity and
was met with faculty and some student resistance and confusion. In addition, the
posters that the students put up about the Day of Solidarity were taken down.
The faculty had heard nothing about the day up until this point and some were
frustrated that they could not answer their students’ questions about it.
According to my students’ participant observation, some students in the seventh,
eighth, and ninth grade made homophobic remarks or jokes about the proposed
Day. Students said that students in the 11th and 12th grades were generally
interested in participating.
By the next day the principal told me that he had been hearing a lot of
opposition to the Day of Solidarity by the faculty and by a few parents. The
concerns were raised the following day at a previously scheduled School
Committee meeting over the appropriateness of such a day for middle school
students, the idea of a “dress code” or “uniform” to show support, the implication
that on a set day students would have to decide “whether they were homophobic
or not,” the fear of the students who chose not to participate getting made to feel
bad, and the need for more education within the school community regarding
homophobia in general. As a result of the School Committee discussion, the
principal asked the Contemporary Issues students to revise their proposal in
order to address these concerns.
The students had a range of comments, but they all agreed that they
wanted to continue on with their Day of Solidarity in some way. I too wanted to
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push forward and had several conversations with my principal and colleagues
about the controversy surrounding the Day.
The principal had asked the students to use the words “tolerance” and
“non-discrimination” in order to clarify their message. After a serious class
discussion about the connotations and denotations of the words, the students
rewrote their message. Although they disagreed, the students revised their
announcement addressing the concerns, which they had been presented with so
that the new wording could be read to the faculty. The revised announcement
read as follows:
The Contemporary Issues Class would like to invite you to
participate in a day of solidarity on March 10th. This day is to show
support and encourage tolerance and non-discrimination of
everyone regardless of sexual orientation. If you would like to
participate please wear jeans and a white t shirt. We respect the
views of others and their right to participate or not without judgment
and we ask that everyone else does the same.

After quite a bit of debate in the faculty meeting, the principal intervened
again. On March 8, 2005 the principal wrote an announcement officially
“postponing” the Day of Solidarity, while the Contemporary Issues Class provides
more “information” and “clarification” so that the day can “yield the positive result
that the class is seeking.” He asked me to read it to my class and arranged for it
to be read over the intercom at the end of the day. He then tasked the
Contemporary Issues students with educating the school about homophobia.
In order to educate their school community, they began another phase of
social action. They created a display on a rainbow backdrop entitled Solidarity
and Awareness which included facts about homophobia, definitions of key terms,
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resources for support, and other information. This is displayed in the front hall the school’s only glassed in display case. In addition they put up information
posters about homophobia. They then re-requested their day for grades 7-12 choosing for their new date the National Day of Silence, April 13th.
For a third time, the class composed a letter to the principal together.
During this composition process the students were even more aware of the
language they used. Some students were more optimistic than others, but they
were all planning for their Day of Solidarity. Again two seniors brought a proposal
to their principal and again he asked them to rethink their day, insisting that the
jeans and white t-shirts were problematic and that they had to do something
about the middle school.
Again the students discussed it and decided that after careful
reconsideration, they did indeed want to include the middle school and that really
they did need to have jeans and white t-shirts. They rethought using stickers
instead, but decided that this did not address the problem of people having to
decide “on the spot” how they stood on the issue of homophobia. The time which
they had given the school to learn and ponder the issues, they felt was sufficient
to address the concern of students having to make a split second decision about
how they felt about the issue.
The seniors were leaving for their five day class trip, a trip the principal
was chaperoning. They decided to continue their discussions with him. I was
out of the loop. The following Monday when they returned The Day of Solidarity
was again on the agenda at faculty meeting. To my surprise, the agenda read:
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Ill Update on solidarity Day
A. April 13th for grades 9-12 only
B. Contemporary Issues Students will visit homerooms during
an extended period on Friday April 8th (until 7:50am) to
explain the purpose and procedures
C. What would be an appropriate request for students to show
their support?
The discussion at this third meeting was brief. The faculty no longer took
issue with the jeans and white t-shirts, nor was the Middle school student’s
maturity and readiness to address homophobia at issue, rather the conversation
shifted to the attitudes of Middle School parents toward their children’s
participation in a jeans and white t-shirt Day of Solidarity. A few of the faculty,
myself included, pushed for Middle School inclusion, but the decision had been
made. At my request, it was decided that the Middle School could be involved “in
some way,” but that way could not be the same as the high school. It would be
left to the Contemporary Issues students to propose a way to involve the Middle
School. Again I was disappointed and knew the students would be too, but saw
opportunity and an opening to involve the Middle School “in some way.”
Indeed the students were disappointed that they could not include the
Middle school in the Jeans and White T Shirt part of Solidarity Day, but they took
up the challenge of finding another way to include the Middle School. The
principal gave them the last half hour of Solidarity Day to meet with the entire
Middle School - now they had to decide what they would do with 100 Middle
School students, the Wednesday before April Vacation, during the last 30
minutes of Solidarity Day. They also had to plan for addressing their peers about
the purpose and procedure of Solidarity Day during extended homerooms in
grades 9-12. They had three 42 minute class periods before extended
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homerooms and then another three before their Day of Solidarity when they
would meet with the Middle School Students.
Instead of addressing the homerooms individually, the students decided to
work in teams of threes and meet with each grade. Each team had a senior and
a member of the grade on it as well as one other person. The class
brainstormed and wrote “common language” so they were sure to share the
same information with each homeroom. Meanwhile they brainstormed possible
activities to do with the Middle School students. The Gay Straight Alliance met
on Wednesday afternoon and several members expressed interest in working
with the Contemporary Issues students to educate the Middle School students
about their day. The Contemporary Issues class, many of whom were also part
of the GSA, accepted the offer.
They decided to break the Middle School Students into groups often
having each group facilitated by at least one Contemporary Issues Student and
supported by at least one GSA member, who volunteered to help. They broke
themselves into two groups and wrote discussion questions and fact based
True/False questions to use in their discussion groups. The students also
rewrote an announcement to serve as a reminder about Solidarity Day and
brought it to the principal. The seniors returned saying “no announcement,” their
meetings with the homerooms would be all the publicity their day would get (see
Appendix E).
According the students’ and my participant observation, overall the
homeroom meetings went well. The juniors and seniors only needed five
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minutes; the only questions were about what day it would be held on. I attended
the sophomore meeting where Carlos, the sophomore in the class, addressed his
peers. He clearly explained the purpose and procedure of the day and
emphasized that no one should be targeted in anyway for their lack of
participation. The only questions in the class were about what “counted” as white
t-shirts or jeans and what day the Day of Solidarity would be on. The freshman
class was reported to be attentive and respectful, but quiet. The principal made
the rounds to each meeting and was content with the outcome. The students
also all reported being happy with the outcome.
Back in class, two days before Solidarity Day, each group presented their
questions and the entire class edited them. The students typed up the questions
so each group facilitator could have a copy. The day before the Day of Solidarity
the students chose their teams and divided the Middle School students between
themselves. The GSA students came after school to meet some Contemporary
Issues Students and prepare for the Solidarity Day discussions with the Middle
School.

The Day of Solidarity
On the Day of Solidarity, many students dressed up in Jeans and White TShirts. Carlos, a sophomore, summed up the participation in his journal.
The outcome was really good in the seniors and juniors as was
expected. The outcome in the sophomores was a little surprising.
Many people dressed up and some didn’t as was expected. The
surprising element was that the sophomores were so enthusiastic
about the day. They wanted stickers even though they were
dressed up. They wanted to show that they are for it. Some people
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who forgot to dress up were asking for stickers. The outcome in
the freshman wasn’t so encouraging, but it was surprising. Some
people dressed up. Many of the people who dressed up weren’t
expected to do so. Many of the people who were expected to dress
up didn’t dress up. The response in the Middle School was very
encouraging. They weren’t told about it and there wasn’t any
announcement either. Still, quite a few of them dressed up for the
day.
The freshman, as expected by the students, had a low turnout. Fewer
than half of the students dressed up in a white-t shirt and jeans and
unfortunately, the stickers never made it to their homerooms to provide students
who forgot with a chance at participation. The faculty and staff also had a low
rate of participation. The principal, the guidance counselor, and the head teacher
did not participate. About half of the teachers did.
The only reported vocal resistance on Solidarity Day was a Middle School
teacher who “spoke to” some Middle School students who dressed up in a white
t-shirts and jeans. Interestingly, she was dressed in a white shirt and blue jean
jumper.
At 1:30 on the Day of Solidarity, one hundred Middle School Students and
several of their teachers reported to the Cafeteria where the Contemporary
Issues Students along with their GSA partners were waiting for them. They had
set up the chairs in the cafeteria into ten circles of twelve chairs each. When the
Middle School students arrived, the quietest senior in the class clearly called out
their names and immediately put them into groups. My students had asked me
to “float” around, but did not want the Middle School teachers present; as they
feared it would inhibit the conversations. I asked the Principal if he would honor
their request, and he did. So the doors closed and I was left inside with 100
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Middle School students and twenty high school students huddled into ten groups.
Some groups were quieter than others and in those the High School students did
most of the talking. In other groups the Middle School students were active
participants. Some groups were all leaning in so they could hear each other and
were clearly engaged in discussion. There was some laughter and a lot of
serious talk. And there was perfect order.
At the end the high school students indicated that they felt like they really
got somewhere. They were clearly proud as they reported to the back corner of
the cafeteria with me for a quick five minute debriefing before they went on to
their afternoon activities. Ultimately the students had their Day of Solidarity, and
it was on the National Day of Silence, which turned out to be quite fitting. In my
field notes I wrote,
Although we brought the issues of homophobia and tolerance out of
the closet and into plain sight with our jeans and white t-shirts, with
the exception of the Middle School groups, we felt a tremendous
cloak of silence enshrouding our day. Many students and some
faculty dressed up, but the high school went through our daily
routine without any culminating event or rally.

The Gay Straight Alliance
While the seniors from the previous years’ Contemporary Issues class had
graduated and I no longer was teaching at Jones, the new seniors took on the
leadership for the GSA in September 2005 and along with the principal, asked
me to be their advisor. Several of the Contemporary Issues students along with
students I had in other classes were the core members. We met after school to
plan activities and discuss what was going on at school. The students again
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raised the issue of the lack of awareness and understanding of LGBT people at
Jones. For our first event, we hosted an after school presentation of LGBT
people from a nearby University and invited the school community to it.

Four

faculty attended, along with about thirty students, most of whom were in the
GSA.
After a student asked one of the gay panel members about the town he
grew up in, he responded and then asked the Jones students about their town.
The students responded that since the creation of the Gay Straight Alliance, the
way their town feels about homophobia is changing. They also said that they
had thought that the town was a lot more homophobic, but really it is pretty
supportive. They said that they thought that the kids who were saying “that’s so
gay” were not doing it consciously to hurt feelings, but out of ignorance. They
also explained to the panel members that one of the major problems at their
school was the faculty, a faculty who was mostly missing from this after school
activity.
The students decided that they really wanted to educate the faculty and
staff in their community as well as the students. We decided to ask the principal
if they could go to a faculty meeting to talk to teachers about ways of making
school safe for students of all sexual orientations. He readily agreed and the
students set to work planning what they would say at faculty meeting. I provided
them with some information about “safe schools” from GLSEN, the Gay Lesbian
Straight Education Network. The students decided that along with providing
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faculty with information packets about “safe schools, ” they would also like to
offer them Safe Space Stickers to display in their rooms.
At the faculty meeting the students distributed their neatly clipped packets
of information about Safe Schools, and on top of each packet was a rainbow
triangle sticker with the words Safe Space written across the top. They spoke for
about twenty minutes and answered the questions and concerns of the faculty,
mostly pertaining to the display of the stickers. By the next week the stickers
were displayed on about four fifths of the rooms in the school, including one on
the principal’s wooden door.
The GSA planned and held a second Day of Solidarity in January of 2006.
This time they faced no vocal opposition by the faculty and were allowed to not
only hold an hour long Middle School meeting a few days prior to the Day of
Solidarity where they were able to discuss the issues at length with their younger
peers, but were also able to include the Middle School Students in the Jeans and
White T Shirt part of the Day. One of the former Contemporary Issues students
and current GSA member composed a letter to be sent home to all of the
students’ families describing the purpose and procedure of the Day of Solidarity.
The principal approved it and the letter was copied and sent home with students.
On the actual Day of Solidarity, the GSA students invited their faculty and peers
to write their names on small pink triangles which were put together to form a
giant triangle of solidarity which remained in the Cafeteria throughout the year.
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CHAPTER 5
PRESENTATION AND ANALYSIS OF DATA:
FROM “THAT’S SO GAY” TO “ROCKING THE BOAT”: METAPHORS IN THE
DEVELOPMENT OF CRITICAL LITERACY AND SOCIAL ACTIVISM

Reading the World: The Dimensions of Heterosexism
“That’s so Gay:” The Naturalization of Discourse
“That’s so gay” is a commonly heard phrase in schools around the
country. As Carlos, a Pakistani immigrant who was a sophomore at Jonesville
explains, the refrain “that’s so gay” is widely used here too.
One of the first things that I noticed was the homophobic slurs that
are used many times everyday in our school. People say “that’s so
gay” without even thinking about what they are saying. It was just a
way to show their annoyance or frustration with something. When
asked about what they meant by that statement, they would reply
that it means stupid or dumb.
Carlos explains that as soon as he started to pay attention, he heard many
“homophobic slurs” a day. As an immigrant from Pakistan who had been in the
school district only a couple of years, unlike the lifetime of most of his peers, he
was afforded a vantage point from which to observe and ask questions. He
observed that when people made these comments they showed signs of being
annoyed or frustrated. When he inquired further, he was told that “gay” meant
stupid.
Carlos provides the situated meaning of “gay,” stupid or dumb. “Don’t be
gay,” “that’s gay,” and “that so gay” are the most common uses of the word. At
Jonesville, the meanings ascribed to gay in these contexts are stupid,
undesirable, weird, or beneath the speaker in some way.
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Tina, one of my sociology students and co-head of the GSA, did a survey
to ascertain the school climate in terms of homophobia at Jones. Through her
anonymous survey she asked her peers “What do you think people mean when
they say “that’s so gay?” She provided four options: 1. stupid 2. homosexual 3.
happy 4. other. Ninety-seven percent of ninth graders said it meant stupid and
3% said homosexual. Eighty-four percent of tenth graders circled stupid, 6%
said homosexual, 6% said happy, and 3% wrote in “cool” for other. Ninety-two
percent of eleventh graders said it meat stupid and 4% said happy and
homosexual. In the senior class, 97% said stupid and 3% said homosexual.
Clearly Carlos’ inquiry is supported by an overwhelming majority of the students
who share the meaning of “that’s so gay” and understand it as stupid.
In my interview with the Special Education Teacher, I asked if she saw
homophobia in the school:
Oh yeah, you know just kids using derogatory words: “ you’re gay”,
“ you fag,” but not so much in, again it is just a word that slips out
their mouth, just something to call someone, I am not really sure
they are meaning to say you are attracted to men...
through several interviews and numerous field notes, I have documented
students and teachers defending the metaphor by saying that students “don’t
mean anything by it. This attempt to make the phrase appear neutral and
acceptable in mainstream discourse has been fairly successful. As the Head
Teacher informed me, there have been no disciplinary incidents related to
language about sexual orientation at all this year.
Although the head teacher claims not to hear them, Carlos explains these
remaps are made every day. Tina s survey corroborates this finding. Only 4%
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of high school students at Jones reported that they never hear homophobic
remarks in school whereas 96% say they hear them sometimes or very often on
any given day.

“Shoving it under the rug:” Institutionalized Invisibility
At Jones homosexuality is, for the most part, invisible. There are no
lesbian, gay, bisexual or transgender administrators, faculty, or students who are
open to the entire school community. There are students who have graduated in
the past who are now openly gay and there are current students, parents, and
teachers who are open about their sexual orientation only with select groups of
peers.
Anwar wrote in his journal that “Mrs. Young is the only teacher that ever
talked about these topics [sexual orientation, homophobia, heterosexism, Gay
rights] with students.” With the exception of my classes and conversations with
the new school nurse, all of my students reported that they do not talk about
sexual orientation in school. When we explored this further through class
discussion, students listed many omissions of sexuality in the school including:
•
•
•
•

•

•

Nobody is openly LGBT at school
English classes omit references to the sexuality of authors
The books we read only include heterosexual relationships
between characters
history classes (expect Mrs. Young’s) leave out information about
different cultural and historical understandings of sexual orientation
and the Gay Rights Movement
science classes assume gender identities that match the
biological sex and heterosexuality of all students in discussions
about reproduction “when you get married and have children...”
there is no gay-straight alliance
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•

whenever sexual orientation is mentioned, it is always in reference
to “discrimination” and comes last in the list of race, class, and
gender.

Support for people of all sexual orientations has also not been visible. As
Steve, a senior who spent his whole life in Jones Public Schools pointed out, “In
our school there has never been anything before showing support for gay rights,
and our class wanted to do something to make our community a safer place.”
Steve equates “showing support for gay rights” to making “our community
a safer place.” For Steve, the historical invisibility of support for the rights of
people of all sexual orientations at the school contributes to the creation of a less
“safe” place. When Steve says “there has never been anything before” he speaks
with some historical awareness as both he and his father spent their entire twelve
years of public schooling in Jonesville.
In many ways, discussions about homosexuality and homophobia have
been as closeted and hidden as people who do not identify as heterosexual. The
students indicated that they felt like there were attempts to suppress the visibility
of the Day of Solidarity in order to make it less threatening, much like the “don’t
ask, don’t tell policy” of the military. In response to the principal asking the
students to "rethink" their Solidarity Day in particular the “uniform” of jeans and a
white T-shirt that students would wear to demonstrate their support, they
reflected on issues of visibility and reaffirmed their desire to continue on with the
project.
Nora - It seems like they are sort of afraid that it is too visible.
Yeah. Their problem is that it is too visible, that everything is too out
in the open.
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Anwar: I think it is a super cop out
Sara: Ok, so what do you think we should do?
Anwar: I think we should do it
Inaudible
Antonio - I think we should do it
[Inaudible]
Nora - Yeah I think it is kind of weird saying these shirts send a
bad message. It is like saying well I guess it is OK to have this day,
but we don’t want it to be too open. We just sort of want to, you
know, not really come out in the open about it, which kind of
defeats the whole purpose of having the whole day in the first
place.
Later Nora reflected in her journal,
I don’t think we should change the jeans and t-shirt option simply
to stickers because I think many people may see this as a way to
make the issue less visible and may be seen by some as shoving
under the rug...The entire point of Solidarity Day was to give
people a chance to see how open and how tolerant a community
Jones is. We wanted to dispel the belief that Jones is a
homophobic school.
After the class discussion, when Nora had a chance to reflect in her
journal, she was able to further articulate the issue and strengthen her opinion.
In the class discussion she hedges some saying “they are sort of afraid that it is
too visible,” “it is kind of weird saying these shirts send a bad message,” and
“which kind of defeats the whole purpose.” Later in her journal she expresses her
ideas more clearly and declaratively: “I don’t think we should change” “The entire
point was to give people a chance to see” and “We wanted to dispel the belief
that Jones is a homophobic school.”

Ill

At this point, during the early planning phases of the Day of Solidarity,
Nora asserts that Jones is an “open and tolerant community” and the goal is to
“dispel the belief that Jones is a homophobic school.” She does not separate
students from families, faculty or staff.
Her choice of metaphor “shoving under the rug” is interesting. She could
have used metaphors more commonly associated with hiding and revealing
homosexuality like “in the closet,” but her choice of “under the rug” rather than
“in the closet” reveals her understanding that we were talking about homophobia
and support for all sexual orientations rather than individual people being
“closeted” or “coming out.” It also implies action - something doesn’t just end up
under the rug, it is “shoved” there. Who is shoving it under the rug? Why? Who
benefits from hiding it there?

“Take them down”: Enforcing Invisibility
The students agreed part of the purpose of the Day of Solidarity was also
to make the unseen or quiet support for all people visible. The students wanted
to make their presence known - they wanted people to wear jeans and white tshirts because it would make their support visible and out in the open. This
caused a debate in faculty meeting over “requiring” students to wear the
“uniform” of jeans and a white t-shirt on a specific day.
But jeans and white t-shirts were not the only site of the battle over
visibility. Steve wrote in his journal
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Our first step to setting up the day was putting posters up
throughout the school, which wasn’t suppose to be a very hard
step. Immediately after we put up posters , they were taken down
by the next morning. These posters were not ripped down by hate
from homophobic people, but from school faculty.
Steve’s assumptions that: 1. hanging up posters would be easy and 2. if
someone was going to take them down, it would be homophobic kids; were both
challenged.

It is interesting that he separates “homophobic people” which for

Steve means students from “school faculty.” The implication is that “school
faculty” can’t be “homophobic people.”

In fact, it was the Head Teacher who

took down the signs that read “Jones Day of Solidarity on March 10 / Wear Jeans
and a White T-Shirt to show your support” because she said that she “didn’t feel
that they were appropriate.”
The following year, the Gay Straight Alliance tried to put up posters
explaining the purpose of their Safe Space Sticker Campaign. As Brenda, the
head of the GSA explains to me in an email, these posters suffered a similar fate.
“When they were putting them up, [Head Teacher] came up to them and was
reading it, and she told them that they had to take them down” (see Appendix F
for the wording on the signs).
The removal of the signs by the administration further demonstrates the
active and institutionalized nature of the invisibility of support for challenging
homophobia. Although the students were “allowed” to have their day, they could
not display information about it.
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“So many remarks go unchallenged”: Institutionalized Silence
Like the invisibility that both masks the LGBT population at the school and
denies the prevalence of homophobia, there is a silence that mutes
conversations about homosexuality and homophobia in our community and
further contributes to heteronormativity. Although Carlos said, homophobic
language is prevalent at Jones, in an interview with the head teacher she said,
You know this is going to sound naive, but I don’t see it as a
problem because it is not brought to my attention. When kids say it
is happening, I believe them. But it is not happening in my
presence, kids aren’t getting sent to the office for it. I don’t have a
single discipline issue this year for any kinds of remarks based on
ethnicity or homophobia.
She, like many other teachers around the country, doesn’t “see it as a
problem,” however she doesn’t sound too confident in her answer and qualifies it
with “this is going to sound naive” and then defends her position with “it is not
brought to my attention,” “it is not happening in my presence,” “kids aren’t getting
sent to the office for it,” and “I don’t have a single discipline issue this year for
[it]” Earlier in my interview with her, she further defended her position saying
“But again it has got to be reported. So kids will say, but I said it and nothing
happened to me, but I am not going to walk around as the ethnic remark police or
the homophobic remark police, nor the swearing.”
In fact, her job as Head Teacher in this school is to be in charge of all
disciplinary matters, replacing the position of Dean of Students that her
predecessor occupied. In her position, she provides the leadership in the areas
of discipline and adherence to school rules, so her comment that she is “not
going to walk around as the...homophobic remark police” carries extra weight
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and reveals part of the institutionalization of homophobia and heterosexism in
this school.
She is not alone at Jones. In Tina’s survey of Jones High School students
she found that only 5% of students report that adults in school consistently
intervene when a homophobic remark is made. Fifty-six percent say that adults
never step in and 39% reported that they sometimes do. Orleana reflected in her
journal
Jones hypothetically stresses the value of tolerance, but we don’t
act upon it. So many remarks go unchallenged...
Orleana’s use of the word “hypothetically” signifies that she doesn’t believe that
the school even “stresses” it. She sees that there is no real enforcement of
“tolerance” as “so many remarks go unchallenged.” The implication is that if
Jones really cared about “tolerance” the intolerant “remarks” would be
challenged. Yet there is no “homophobic remark police” and the students in
Tina’s survey reaffirm Orleana’s indictment that these remarks are said, but not
challenged. This silence is a form of collusion which serves to foster a
heterosexist school culture.

“Secretive”: Enforcing Silencing
Students also bumped up against this institutionalized silence when they
were repeatedly refused permission to make announcements about the Day of
Solidarity. The principal arranged for them to visit each grade a few days before
the Day of Solidarity to explain the purposes and procedures, but no one could
make an announcement about it over the intercom, not even the day before the
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event. The students were very aware of this imposed silence and limited
visibility, Steve reflected in his journal:
Because we were not allowed to announce it over the intercom or
put up posters really made the date secretive and not everyone
remembered the date to dress up on.
Secretive” implies a conspiracy or organized effort to hide or cover up
information.

The idea that the Day was made “secretive” builds on a history in

public schools of homosexuality being silenced and concealed (Links, 2003). It
also is quite ironic as the point was to display support. The restrictions regarding
the use of the intercom and posters reveal the institutionalized silence and
invisibility that the students were also making visible through this action project.
Although the students ultimately held their Day of Solidarity, some
students still hoped for more. They saw that the official discourse around
homophobia and homosexuality was still suppressed. They were disappointed
with the outcome of the day in part, because they were not allowed to make
announcements in order to remind people to dress up. Some students also
wanted the principal to officially say something and break the silence. Orleana
wrote,
Also a lot of people didn’t dress up because they had forgotten.
They most likely forgot because of the lack of announcements
(which was an attempt to exclude the middle school)...I also wish
[principal] had at least stopped and said something at lunch, like if
he just made a short speech saying “look around you...blah
blah...shows what a great community we have...yada
yada...successful day, thanks for being supportive and respectful.
Orleana critiques both the imposed restrictions on announcements and
the principal’s own collusion in the silence on the Day of Solidarity.
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She was

disappointed that the principal didn’t say something. Orleana’s journal entry
reflects my own field notes in many ways, which noted the irony or perhaps the
self-fulfilling prophecy of having our Day of Solidarity on the National Day of
Silence.
During the second year of the GSA, one of my seniors told me that she
had seen the guidance counselor during the college application process. He
asked her what extra-curricular activities she did. She listed the yearbook, the
school newspaper, and the Gay-Straight Alliance. He looked at her and said,
“We don’t have a Gay Straight Alliance at Jones, I am not putting that on your
college application.”
During this second year, a student also came out as gay to many of his
friends and teachers. In his Home Economics class, he was talking to Allyson, a
bisexual friend who was a co-head of the GSA, about his boyfriend as they were
working on a project. The teacher heard them and came over to their table and
said “That is not something to joke about.” To which he replied respectfully, “Ms.
O’Brian, I am not joking, I am gay.” Allyson said that the teacher turned bright
red, went to her desk, picked something up and said “I have to make copies” and
left the room. They never talked about it again and Allyson said that Ms. O’Brian
has not made eye contact with either of them since.
Foucault (1980) sees many types of silences and maintains that they are
“an integral part of the strategies that underlie and permeate discourses” (p. 27).
Bronwyn Davies (1999) and other post-structuralists further contend that we must
critically examine the function of silences. According to educational researcher
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Michelle Fine (1991), silence, what can be said, what is controlled and the
institutional purposes this serves are neglected themes which should be
addressed in educational research.
As my students and I began a dialogue with the school around issues of
homophobia related to the implementation of the proposed Day of Solidarity and
later the Gay Straight Alliance, we found that there were unofficial rules
governing what the students could and could not say as well as where and how
they could speak. Silencing functioned to maintain the status quo and limit the
visibility, sound, and overall impact of the Day of Solidarity. It also attempted to
keep the Gay Straight Alliance and individual students quiet and in their place.

Considering, Questioning, and Critiquing
Perspectives on Heterosexism

Sexual Orientation and the Ideological “fence”: Multiple Perspectives and
Ideologies
At the very beginning of our unit on heterosexism, the Contemporary
Issues students reflected on their own beliefs about homophobia and gay rights
in their journals:
Orleana: I am not homophobic. I do not know any open
homosexuals but I am not against homosexuality. I am not in a
strongly homophobic environment. My friends support
homosexuality and my family usually doesn’t discuss the topic so I
don’t know their feelings. The only people in my family I would
think are openly against it are my grandparents because of the
difference in their generation. Also my grandmother is very
religious so she is definitely against it.
Anwar: I have close friends and immediate family members who
routinely make homophobic comments but claim not to be. I don’t
know the reason for their denial of their homophobia but their
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thoughts and feelings are obvious to me. Despite the homophobic
encounters I’ve had and have, the pro-gay experiences I’ve had
have had a much larger impact on me. I have close friends and
immediate family members who’re gay and the vast majority of my
friends are pro-gay rights. I certainly side with the people in my life
who support gay rights.
Orleana and Anwar position themselves as “not homophobic” or “pro-gay
rights.” They point to family members who they know are homophobic, Orleana
names her grandparents, and side with friends and family members who “support
homosexuality,” “are pro-gay-rights,” or are gay themselves. Orleana does not
know any “open homosexuals” but does not consider her environment to be
strongly homophobic since her friends support it and her family “doesn’t talk
about it.” As Orleana continues, she considers the multiple perspectives and
silences within her own family. She realizes that her grandparents, especially
her grandmother, are homophobic and connects this with their age and religious
ideologies. Anwar on the other hand begins with the fact that he sees that he
has friends and family members who are homophobic, but “claim not to be.”
Based on their homophobic comments, he sees through their “denial.” There are
two sides - the homophobic side and the “pro-gay rights” side, as Anwar says
and Orleana implies, they have chosen to side against homophobia.
Orleana’s word choice “open homosexuals” and exploration of her family’s
perspectives on “homosexuality” indicate that these are not topics about which
she has written very often. “Homosexuality” is a clinical term, which isn’t often
used within the Gay Rights movement. Anwar, on the other hand, writes about
“gay rights” and has friends and family members who are gay.
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Throughout our critical literacy project, the students continued to consider
multiple perspectives and ideologies. Towards the end of the year, Katie
reflected in her journal:
While the opposition to our cause was sometimes strong, in the end
I think that that helped it more than anything. Those in opposition
were forced to think about why they were in opposition, and those
on the fence had to think about what they felt on the topic. I felt the
students understood what we were trying to say more than the
faculty did... I think that they took it to mean that they were in
support of all things related to homosexuality, which wasn’t the idea
at all. The idea was to unite against discrimination and the violent
effects of homophobia. I think (and I could be completely off base)
that some of them were unable to see beyond political and religious
issues.
Katie positions the “opposition” or those opposed to the day, on the other
side of a metaphorical fence. Her choice of the metaphor of fence is fitting as
she positions herself on one side, the opposition on the other side, and leaves
room for some to be “on the fence” where they can consider how they feel about
the issues. Although she positions them as “other,” Katie was able to think
critically about the “opposition” to the Day of Solidarity. She sees the value of it
as helping people to really consider what it is that they believe. In her opinion the
students were able to understand the purpose of the day whereas the adults
were trapped by their religious and political ideologies. The religious ideologies
represent homosexuality as sin, unnatural, and something which should not be
exposed to children lest they “catch” it. Political discourses around sexual
orientation have been focused on definitions of marriage, with strong ideological
differences on the matter between those who believe it should be defined as a
union of a man and a woman and those who would open marriage up to two
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individuals of any gender who wish to make the commitment. Such ideologies in
this conservative and largely Catholic community shaped the Discourse and
silence around issues of homophobia and heterosexism.
Many of the students had different ideological perspectives on issues of
sexual orientation than their parents and teachers. In interviews with the Special
Education teacher and school nurse, they echoed this finding.
School Nurse: So umm I think that it is a community that is ummm
where I think that a lot of the parents are PROBABLY conservative,
but I don’t feel like a lot of the kids are. I feel like I see a lot of
openness on the part of the kids to new ideas, different ideas. I
hear a of kids expressing umm that they have a different point of
view then their parents and their teachers about things and don’t
understand why things are a big deal. Umm In particular the issues
about sexuality, you know, what’s the big deal umm is what they
are saying, but that is not what their parents are saying or what
they perceive a lot of their teachers feel.
While the students are wondering what the big deal is about variations in sexual
orientation, some of their parents and teachers don’t share this “openness” to
“new ideas.” This generational and ideological divide with many of the parents
and older teachers on one side and many of the students and younger faculty,
like the school nurse, Special Education Teacher, and myself on the other side
was revealed through the process of negotiating the Day of Solidarity.
The principal, who was nearing retirement, reflected on how he and those of
his generation viewed the issue. He said,
I mean we are all really products of our upbringing and our
experience and our education and some things are uncomfortable
and I think, I would like to believe that the vast majority of adults, if
they could separate their emotion from their rational thought on this
you’d find there’s two real different perspectives within the same
people. You know you’d find there are a lot of people feeling that
you know this is a good thing to talk about and you know you
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people should talk about this (Principal and Sara laughing) You
know, I’ll be over here. (Gestures away from “you people who
should be talking about this”). Umm, but I think people here are
good people, they care about kids, umm, and I don’t think there is
anyone here who would do less for any kid based upon any issues
like that but at the same time it became pretty evident that people
ran the gamut of reactions to just raising the topic.
The principal further complicates the idea of an ideological fence by positing that
within the same person this divide may exist as well. He proposes that in fact
many of the “people” or faculty and staff believe that talking about heterosexism
is a good thing, but they personally don’t want anything to do with the
conversation. Although he asserts that “I don’t think there is anyone here who
would do less for any kid based upon any issues like that” I wonder how silencing
issues of sexual identity could not do “anything less.”

“Why is it?”: Questioning Heterosexism
From childhood we are taught that heterosexuality is the preferable
or “right” sexual preference, or we are left unexposed to gays which
can also breed feelings of disapproval toward homosexuality when
children finally are exposed to it. Why is it that Disney movies
never include same sex relationships? Why is it that we never see
advertisements and commercials featuring same sex partners?
Why is it that child and teenage literature almost never have openly
gay characters?
Nora
Nora writes about the ways a heterosexual norm is circulated. She points
out that from childhood we are “taught” that to be heterosexual is “’right”’ or
“preferable” or we are only “exposed” to heterosexuality. Her selection of the
words taught” and “unexposed” imply a conscious choice by adults and society
to present what is “right” and “preferable,” namely heterosexuality, to children
from a very young age. She questions why “Disney,” “children’s literature” and
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“advertisements” never portray people in same sex relationships. The institutions
of children’s media and advertising play a pivotal role in the socialization of
children. “Disney” is a powerful force in contemporary children’s culture and
Nora’s identification of it as a proponent of a herteronormative ideology is
accurate and perceptive. Giroux (1996) comments that “Disney films combine an
ideology of enchantment and aura of innocence in narrating stories that help
children understand who they are, what societies are about, and what it means to
construct a world of play and fantasy in an adult environment” (pp. 90-91). In
doing so Nora sees that Disney defines the “world of play and fantasy” in terms
of a heterosexual norm.
Nora’s questioning of the images children see through popular culture and
literature illustrates her ability to recognize and problematize the dominant
ideologies and Discourses, on which she has been raised. Although the images
and messages supported her heterosexual orientation, she is able to see the
harmful effects on children. Through her questions she demonstrates her
insertion of an oppositional ideology to interrupt the dominant heterosexist
ideology on which Disney and other media operate.
As Katie reflected on our unit on heterosexism she wrote:
We didn’t just randomly attack homophobia for existing, we worked
to understand why it existed, how prevalent it was in our society
(nationally and just within Jones), and the various ways in which we
could address it. We learned that simply telling someone their
opinions are wring never works - as with the Middle Schoolers, we
had to talk with them and inform them about the facts, because I
think a lot of prejudice is based simply on a lack of knowledge
about a certain group. I think that the ability to work with people to
look at issues from different points of view was one of the most
important things we learned during the unit.
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Katie recognizes that asking questions such as why does homophobia exist?,
how prevalent is it at school and in society?, and how can we address it? were
what made our unit on homophobia not “just [a] random attack” but rather a
thoughtful and effective action project. These are all elements of a critical
literacy project, which she intuitively picked up on. She also focused on the
importance of dialogue, rather than “telling someone their opinion is wrong.” She
asserts that “a lot of prejudice is based simply on a lack of knowledge about a
certain group” and saw it as her role to provide the Middle School students with
the “facts” and help them to “look at issues from different points of view.” She is
developing the skills to be not only critically literate herself, but also be support
others in their development of critical literacy.

“What is the purpose of school?”: Critiquing Schooling and Collusion

In class, I asked the Contemporary Issues students to write a journal entry
in response to their principal’s comments to “rethink” the Day of Solidarity.
Orleana used the opportunity to pose some larger questions. She writes:
So I guess right now if I were to wish to say something to [principal]
it would be to ask him what the purpose of school is. I mean we
come to school to learn and be prepared for adult life. It gives us a
taste of different subjects so we can figure out where we want to go
and what we want to do as an adult. But isn’t there another point to
school? Don’t we come to school to interact with others, to learn
tolerance and acceptance of all types of characters? So if school is
preparing us for the real world and teaching us tolerance we need
to open up to the fact that heterosexuals are not the only people in
this world and we need to teach each other that hey, we are all
people and we all have equal rights to self-expression and our own
identities. So my response to everything is that I still feel we need
to do it on some level. And I also want our poster back up!
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Orleana questions what the purpose of school is. She acknowledges that, in
part, it is to learn and “be prepared for adult life” by exploring different academic
subjects so that students can “figure out” what they want to do in life. She writes
“be prepared” in the passive voice, as if schools simply “bank” (Freire 1970/2000)
information into students, who will then emerge “prepared.”
However, she moves beyond the academic role of school to the social and
political realms. She asks if there isn’t another point, one of interaction where
students “learn tolerance and acceptance of all types.” The implication is that
tolerance and acceptance are not necessarily things students know, any more
than they know the formal curriculum of reading, writing, and arithmetic.
She continues and links the school’s role in preparing students for the
wider world with “teaching tolerance,” realizing that “heterosexuals are not the
only people in this world” and teaching “each other” that “we are all people and
we all have equal rights to self-expression and our own identities.” Here she
posits that there is an explicit role for schools to teach tolerance rather than
collude in heterosexism. Schools should challenge the heteronormativity and
heterosexual privilege, which would lead one not to acknowledge that there are
people who do not identify as heterosexual or respect every person’s identity and
right to “self expression.”
Rather than say that teachers should teach us though, she writes “we
need to teach each other.” She has marked herself and her peers as the
teachers whose role it is to address heternormativity and heterosexism.

So in

the end, Orleana concludes “I still feel we need to do it [the Day of Solidarity] on
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some level;” it is our job to challenge heterosexual privilege and heterosexism.
She then adds that she wants the posters back up, which the head teacher had
removed from the walls. Not only is the school shirking its responsibility in terms
of educating students, but in removing the posters they are colluding and making
it harder for students like Orleana to have an impact.

“Targets” and “Security”: Problematizing Privilege and Collusion
Carlos challenges the privilege that he sees his principal and staff
affording to heterosexual students who choose not to participate in the Day of
Solidarity:
The big concern is that the [heterosexual] people who don’t
participate will be targeted. I don’t know why we are so concerned
about these people. We are worried about those stupid people who
are going to be targets for a day, a week, a month, or at most a
year. How can we ignore all the GLBT people in our community?
They have been targets for so long and we need to change that.

He questions why our “concern” and attention is focused on the “stupid
people” who don’t participate. He also alludes to the controversy over the
possibility of students being teased who would choose not to dress up in support
of the Day of Solidarity. Carlos, a Muslim Pakistani immigrant (who chose his
own pseudonym), selects the metaphor of “targets” to describe LGBT people. In
his identity of a heterosexual male student, he has situated privilege. He is not
targeted because of his sexual orientation, yet in his identities as a Muslim
Pakistani male immigrant living in a conservative White Christian town in a post
9/11 United States, he certainly knows what it is to be a “target.” This is the only
time in his writing or class discussion where Carlos ever called someone “stupid.”
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He clearly disagrees with the unjust privileging of heterosexual students who
choose not to participate in the Day of Solidarity and the collusion of the
administration which focuses on these students rather than LGBT students.
In a paper Nora wrote in my English class, she considers the different
standards to which people of different sexual orientations are held. She supports
her point with many examples, including
Not until two men can hold hands while walking down the street,
and not until two women can exchange a kiss on a street corner
without shocking passers by can we say that homosexuals have
the same freedoms that heterosexuals take for granted...When a
homosexual does not have to think twice before expressing his or
her sexuality, then, and only then, could it be said that
heterosexuality is not considered the more acceptable and
dominant relationship in American society.

She is able to highlight some aspects of heterosexual privilege and juxtapose
them against the experiences of people in same sex relationships who are
denied those privileges. The examples of holding hands, kissing, and expressing
one’s sexuality are sited as ways “homosexuals” do not have the same privileges
as heterosexuals. These are “freedoms that heterosexuals take for granted” or
privileges that they are not taking into consideration. She says that until same
sex couples are afforded these same privileges heterosexuality will still be the
“more acceptable and dominant relationship,” which is something that she sees
as a problem, that must change.
In their newspaper article about Safe Space Stickers, Nora and Brenda try
to help their peers understand heterosexual privilege and why it is necessary to
create safe spaces.
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Because they are part of the majority in society, heterosexual
students don’t have to worry about being made fun or physically
injured because of their sexual orientation. It is often taken for
granted that their sexual orientation does not determine how they
are perceived by their fellow students. For GLBT students, this kind
of security does not exist. Thus, it is necessary that everyone at
[school] do their part to make our school into a place that upholds a
standard of tolerance and equality for everyone.
Unlike journal entries, English papers, or class conversations, it is significant that
this was published in the school newspaper. Nora and Brenda demonstrate their
understanding of heterosexual privilege and explain it in an accessible way to her
school community. They explain “security” is something that students identified
as heterosexual are afforded, which “GLBT” students are denied. Rather than
focusing solely on oppression, they complicate their presentation of heterosexism
by adding a discussion of privilege and an implication of collusion. If everyone
does not “do their part to make our school into a place that upholds a standard of
tolerance and equality for everyone” or as Carlos said, “change that” then they
will be colluding in heterosexism. Like Carlos, Nora and Brenda recognize that
we must “do” something. Doing nothing or saying nothing is collusion.
During the process of negotiating the Day of Solidarity at a point when we
were faced with a lot of resistance from some of the faculty and administration
and questions about the necessity of such a day, Orleana wrote in her journal:
I feel that is necessary that our school holds a Day of Solidarity.
Although it seems like the majority of the school is supportive of
homosexuality, there is a fair number of hardcore homophobes. If
let go now of what we started, then we are not addressing the
problem. It is like saying these students have won. It sends them a
message that it’s OK to continue doing and sayinq what they are
currently.
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Orleana too sees that we must do something. If we don’t “address the problem”
of homophobia then “it sends them a message that it’s OK to continue doing and
saying what they are” saying. Her words are reminiscent of Elie Wiesel’s (1986)
in his Nobel Peace Prize Acceptance Speech, “We must take sides. Neutrality
helps the oppressor, never the victim. Silence encourages the tormentor, never
the tormented. Sometimes we must interfere.” She recognizes that not doing
something means condoning the behavior of the “hardcore homophobes.”

Decoding and Disrupting Discourses
of Heterosexism and Heteronormativity

“Support” vs. “Tolerance”: The Power of a Word
The initial announcement for the Day of Solidarity was coauthored by the
Contemporary Issues class and read over the intercom:
Jones is hosting a day of solidarity and awareness about
homosexuality and homophobia. All students are encouraged to
wear jeans and white T-Shirt on Thursday, March 10 to show
support for the gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender people in
our community. Thank you.
The announcement is short and points out that the day is about both
“solidarity” and “awareness” about “homosexuality” and “homophobia” and
explains that students can show their “support” by wearing jeans and a white tshirt. The subject of the first sentence is “Jones” rather than the Contemporary
Issues Class, which implies an institutional support that the students assumed
existed based on the endorsement of the Day by the principal.
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In fact, there was not broad institutional support by Jones for the Day of
Solidarity.

Because of the resistance from some of the school community, the

principal asked the students to “rethink” many things about their proposed day,
including the language they used to describe it, before the description of the day
was finally approved by the faculty. In particular, the principal asked the students
to use the word “tolerance” in their description of the Day. In a class discussion
where students were co-composing the wording for the third draft of the
announcement about the Day of Solidarity, they come back, again to word
choice:
Steve: And tolerance of all people regardless of sexual orientation
Nora: and support
Katie: Support and acceptance
Steve: Acceptance and tolerance are the same thing
Antonio: acceptance is better than tolerance
Orleana: yah, but we are not allowed to say just acceptance
Lauren: You’d rather have me accept you than tolerate you,
wouldn’t you?
Nora: You tolerate something that is annoying or something you
don’t like
Jane: like you put up with it
Steve: Yah, you are right, acceptance is better
Nora: but [principal] said we have to use tolerance too
Orleana: They don’t want it to sound too positive.
Later, Orleana reflected in her journal:
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We wrote an announcement and a new proposal for [principal],
which we had to tweak three times to make it perfect. We had to
include the words non-discrimination and tolerance. We had
originally decided on the word “support” because it sounded more
positive than merely “tolerance” but we were willing to include these
words to get our day passed.
As my students revised their wording for their “Day of Solidarity” they paid
close attention to the language they used. In early drafts, they consciously chose
the word “support” demonstrating their ideological awareness of the discourses
surrounding the issue. The discourse of “support” specifically was what the
principal constrained and he asked them to use the word “tolerance,” which came
to sound “unnatural” to them as the ideological implication is “putting up with” as
opposed to supporting.
Orleana explains that the class had to “tweak” the wording of the proposal
for the Day of Solidarity three times. They resisted changing the wording from
“support” to “tolerance” and “non-discrimination” but in the end were not able to
assert that power.
Although the students replaced the word “support” with “tolerance” as a
political move in order to proceed with their proposed Day, in the dialogue and
reflections which they had, they demonstrated their critical consciousness and
their ability to decode the discourse surrounding their choice of wording and the
choices of the administration.
The students in Jonesville are not the only students to critique the concept
of tolerance. Jim Lemoire, a gay student involved in Planned Parenthood of
Toronto T.E.A.C.H. (Teens Educating and Confronting Homophobia) created a
mixed media piece entitled “Stigmatized, Tolerated.” He writes “Questioning the

131

notion of encouraging tolerance as a means of promoting equity, the link
between the oppression of stigmatization and the oppression of simply being
tolerated, rather than accepted is explored” (T.E.A.C.H., 2004, p.123). His words
and images remind us of what it is to be the “object” of the conversation, what it
is to be merely tolerated.
In the field of multicultural education, the debate over the connotation of
tolerance has also been taken up. Sonia Nieto (2004) identifies five levels of
multicultural education. The lowest level is “monocultural education” where “no
attention is paid to diversity” (p. 388). The next level is “tolerance” where “overt
signs of discrimination” are unacceptable (p. 388). This second of five levels
reflects the language and ideology of the administration. The principal asked the
students specifically to use the words “tolerance” and “non-discrimination.” The
fifth level of multicultural education Nieto (2004) terms “affirmation, solidarity, and
critique” which is the “highest level of support for diversity” (Nieto, 2004, p.385
emphasis mine). Nieto (2004) says that “for students this process begins with a
strong sense of solidarity with others who are different from themselves” (p. 386).
The students in the Contemporary Issues class chose “Solidarity” for the name of
their day and wanted to use the term “support” to describe their relationship
towards people with diverse sexual orientations.
If we say that we support LGBT people it clearly carries a different
ideological implication than merely tolerating people. “Having the power to
determine things like which word meanings or which linguistic and
communicative norms are legitimate or ‘correct’ or ‘appropriate’ is an important
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aspect of social and ideological power, and therefore a focus of ideological
struggle” (Faircough, 2001, p.73). Limits placed upon what can be spoken, by
whom, and when are part of this ideological struggle. Foucault (1984) said
“Discourse is not simply that which translates struggles or systems of domination,
but is the thing for which and by which there is struggle, discourse is the power
which is to be seized” (p.110). This struggle was evident in the battle over the
language to be used to describe the purpose of the Day of Solidarity. Although
they were ultimately able to hold the Day of Solidarity, they were not able to
“seize” the power to name the function of the Day solely as support.
During the second year, the Jones GSA hosted the Day of Solidarity.
Nora wrote the letter, which was sent home with all students in grades 7-12 a few
days prior to the event (see Appendix G for entire text of the letter). Nora begins
by referencing the first year and then continues on to explain the process this
year:
Students and faculty within the Jones community were invited to
wear jeans and a white shirt to show a commitment to ending
discrimination against gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender
(GLBT) people.... The goal of Solidarity Day is to demonstrate that
Jones maintains an atmosphere of respect and tolerance towards
people of all sexual orientations. Solidarity Day is not about
politics, personal beliefs, or one's own sexual orientation.
Participation does not presuppose people's views on sexual
orientation and related issues, such as gay marriage. Rather, it is
only about expressing a belief that GLBT people should not have to
experience discrimination, especially in the school environment.
In using the language of the administration, she was able to gain permission to
make three hundred copies and send her letter home with every student at
Jones. She does not use the words “support” or “acceptance,” but has also
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inserted some new language “respect” and “a commitment to ending
discrimination” into her description of Solidarity Day. When I talked to her about
this, she demonstrated her consciousness about the power of language and told
me that it was important to her that she be able to send a message to the entire
community and she knew that if she used the language of “support” and
“acceptance,” her request would be denied. In her words, “there was nothing
that anyone could object to” in the letter that she had sent home with her peers.

“That’s so straight”: Refusing to Collude and Resisting Dominant
Discourses
As a class we discussed the ideology behind the phrase “that’s so gay.”
Using Fairclough and Wodak’s (1997) ideas of critical discourse analysis we
explored the ideological effects of the phrase and the power of language to
position people and maintain domination. The students talked about how
equating “gay” to “stupid” or “dumb” can maintain domination of LGBT people.
They agreed that the implication that “straight” is “smart” or “good,” whereas
“gay” is “stupid” and “undesirable” may be unconscious or conscious but the
oppressive result is the same. Geneva Smitherman (2000) echoes their
understanding of language, she writes “language plays a dominant role in the
formation of ideology, consciousness, behavior and social relations” (p. 94), so
the unconscious or conscious word choices that students make can serve to
further oppress people or begin to change oppressive ideologies.
At the end of the year, Lauren, a senior, reflected on her learning in her
journal:
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I was able to think critically about the language we use and to
understand how language can be used to maintain oppression.
Homophobic slurs can really put and keep people down when
others say them. I, like many others, have said, “that’s so gay,” but
now I am more aware of when it might come out and I catch myself
before I would say it.
Lauren’s critical thinking about language use is evident on many levels.
She says that she understands “how language can be used to maintain
oppression” and then she demonstrates her understanding on both an abstract
level “homophobic slurs can...keep people down” and on a personal level
“l...have said ‘that’s so gay.’” In doing so she is able to see her position of
privilege in terms of sexual orientation and begin to disrupt it.
Lauren is becoming conscious of the power of language and her
unconscious use of it to collude in the maintenance of oppression. Resisting the
ideology and Discourse of “that’s so gay” is difficult as it has come to sound so
common to students.

Choosing the metaphor “gay” to describe someone or

something “stupid” or “undesirable” rather than other available metaphors such
as “not cool,” “loser” or the ableist, “retarded” (which some students also use),
reinforces a dominant ideology and contributes to a Discourse that
homosexuality is wrong and something to be avoided.
Fairclough (1992) reminds us that “some metaphors are so profoundly
naturalized within a particular culture that people are not only quite unaware of
them most of the time, but find it extremely difficult, even when their attention is
drawn to them, to escape from them in their discourse, thinking, or action (p.
195).

As Lauren indicated “I, like many others, have said that’s so gay,” for her,

within her community at school, “that’s so gay” is a “normal” thing to say.
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Fairclough (1992) asserts that “subjects are ideologically positioned, but they are
also capable of acting creatively to make their own connections between the
diverse practices and ideologies to which they are exposed and to restructure
positioning practices and structures” (p.92). Here, she reflects on interrupting her
own collusion and Discourse when she “catches” herself before a heterosexist
comment comes out. She is trying to reject the oppressive ideology embedded
in the discourse of “that’s so gay,” but it takes effort, as it could slip out.
Lauren’s experience mirrors Smitherman’s (2000) findings on the
relationship between understanding the role of language with social change. She
writes,
Attention to language use re-raises social consciousness and
ideological awareness each time a speaker must consciously select
a linguistic option from their sociolinguistically constructed
communication repertoire. Ultimately “natural” sounding negative
language will come to sound as “unnatural” and oppressive as race,
class, and sex exploitation (Smitherman, 2000, p. 107).
Lauren’s ‘social consciousness and ideological awareness’ are ‘re-raised’ each
time she starts to use the phrase “that’s so gay.” The phrase, which once was
so natural to her, has come to sound oppressive and she seeks to make other
choices.
The Contemporary Issues students brought the dialogue we had in class
about the phrase “that’s so gay” to the middle school students when they
facilitated discussions with them on Solidarity Day in order to highlight this
Discourse and invite the possibility of change. One student reported that her
middle school discussion circle decided to try using the phrase “that’s so straight”
in place of “that’s so gay” to challenge their peers’ thinking. Fairclough (1992)
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notes that “one aspect of discursive change with significant cultural and social
implications is change in the metaphorization of reality” (p. 195). Using the
phrase “that’s so straight” in place of “that’s so gay” is one way that students are
challenging the dominant discourse in their school and community that “gay” is
“bad” or “stupid.”

“Do all the boys have a girl they’re taking to the dance yet?”: Challenging
the Discourses and Ideologies of Heteronormativity
During the 2005-06 school year, the GSA obtained permission from the
principal to go to a Faculty Meeting to talk about making Safe Spaces in their
classrooms for students of all sexual orientations. At the faculty meeting Nora,
Brenda, Orleana, and Katie provided the staff with some information about
homophobia and LGBT students in public schools. The head teacher questioned
the need for such stickers, asking if there really were kids who felt “unsafe” here
at Jones. My students turned to me, and I stood up and said “Yes, there are. At
Jones, we have students who are gay, lesbian, and bisexual who do not all feel
safe at school.” She questioned me again later, “At Jones there are really gay
students? I didn’t know that.”
She had assumed that everyone at Jones was heterosexual. She didn’t
ask again about students feeling unsafe, only about there being “gay” students.
She did not put a Safe Space Sticker on her door, but most of the teachers at
Jones did. These stickers were a visual reminder that everyone might not be
heterosexual, and that it is important to maintain safe learning environments for
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all students. It was also another way that they were able bring the issue of
homophobia and invisible support to light.
In December, the school newspaper included two articles about Safe
Space Stickers in the editorial section, one representing a “pro” position written
by Brenda, the head of the GSA, and Nora and the other written by another
student representing the “con” opinion (see Appendix H).
In their “pro” piece, they return to themes of heteronormativity and the
assumption that everyone is heterosexual.
In our society, heterosexuality is the accepted norm, and because
sexual orientation cannot be easily determined by appearance or
behavior, it is often assumed that everyone in a community is
straight. However, this is not true. By forgetting this important fact, it
is easy to make comments in a classroom that offend, alienate, or
exclude GLBT students without even meaning to. Even a comment
such as, “Do all the boys have a girl they’re taking to the dance
yet?” can make a GLBT student feel uncomfortable or left out. It is
important to remember that everyone is different, and that even if
you don’t know about it, there could be a student who is hurt by an
insensitive remark.
The public nature of a newspaper article in and of itself serves to increase
visibility of an issue. In their article, Nora and Brenda address and challenge the
assumption that everyone is heterosexual. They use a concrete example that
students can relate to in order to demonstrate how a seemingly inoffensive
question about a prom date could be alienating to some students. Nora and
Brenda’s academic and critical literacies are quite developed, and they have
found creative and public ways to explain their perspective to peers and
teachers. They initiated and wrote the article on their own and shared a copy
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with me after it was published. They create opportunities on their own to interrupt
heterosexism in their school community.
As the students brought their project beyond the confines of the classroom
and into the school as a whole, other people began to explore and question their
ideologies. Soon after the newspaper article by Katie and Brenda was published,
I interviewed the principal. At the time, he was in his 50’s and he struggled to
explain the ideological transformation that he and others of his generation were
undergoing as a result of the Solidarity Day and the discussions resulting from it.
So I think that you know that if I looked back over the past year that
that is probably the area that has been impacted the most. .. there
was still a general kind of consensus that you could talk, you know,
which girl are you bringing to the prom, or those kinds of
comments, that I don’t think were intended to be, you know, it was
just that that comfort level with the assumption that everybody is;
ummm with maybe the awareness that maybe everybody isn’t. You
know, ummmm and the making that kind of innocuous comment,
umm maybe it is not innocuous anymore, and maybe it never
was... that continues to be just the biggest issue here I think would
be just that assumption that everybody is nnn and I think
everybody just has to be more conscious of it.

He and others in his generation had been operating under the shared belief or
ideology that everyone was heterosexual, which was played out through
comments like “which girl are you bringing to the prom?” The question feels
“innocuous,” inoffensive, or safe, like one which would keep you from getting
sick, because of the ideology of heteronormativity. The heterosexist assumption
that all young men would want to bring a “girl” to the prom was challenged as
was the “innocuousness” of this “common sense” or “natural” belief. Questions
such as “which girl are you bringing to the prom?”, and the assumptions which
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underlie them can reproduce heterosexist power relations and maintain
inequality.
I conducted this interview on December 20, 2005, the same month when
the “pro” and “con” articles on the Safe Space Stickers were published in the
school newspaper. He picks up on the example Brenda and Nora offer in their
article, “Do all the boys have a girl they’re taking to the dance yet?” and reflects
deeply on it critically.
The principal does not use the terms “gay,” “straight,” “LGBT,”
“homosexual,” or even “heterosexual” in his interview even though I used them in
the questions I asked. Instead, he responds by making allusions to sexual
orientation “what girl are you bringing to the prom” with the assumption that I
would know that he was speaking to a boy with the presumption of
heterosexuality and “the assumption that everybody is” with the same
assumption of understanding. Although he is grappling with the innocuousness
of his comment and the understanding that everyone is not heterosexual, he still
does not use the language to demonstrate this. This “Fear of Naming” (Fine,
1991) can contribute to systematic silencing, in this case regarding issues of
sexual orientation.
When I emailed my Principal the transcript of our interview for him to
review, he replied:
SaraLooks fine to me. I think my periodic hesitancy with some answers
shows that I stili have some room for growth regarding my comfort
level with these issues. Good luck with your work.

140

Through the interview process and the opportunity to review the transcript of our
conversation, he was able to reflect more deeply on his own “comfort” and “room
for growth” around “these issues,” which he still does not name, but perhaps now
can see.

Disrupting the Norms and Breaking the Silence that Feed Heterosexism

“Rocking the Boat”: Disrupting the Commonplace
As my students and I discussed the purpose and procedures for the Day
of Solidarity, we were met over and over again by teachers and students alike
with the question “Why do this?” The message was that things were fine the way
they were and we shouldn’t challenge the norms and make trouble. Jane
reflected in her journal,
I had always known that by living in Jonesville, we lived this sweet
semi-sheltered life, but I never realized just how desperate some
people were to keep it that way until we began our action project.

Jane describes life in Jonesville as “sweet” and “semi-sheltered” and
some of the people who live there as “desperate” to keep it that way.” She
implies that as we brought issues of heterosexism to the surface that it
threatened some Jonesville residents’ visions of “sweetness.” Challenging
norms can feel very threatening, especially to those in power. In class, the
students and I began to ask questions about who benefits from “keeping it that
way,” from not “rocking the boat,” and whose interests were being protected and
whose were being ignored?
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The metaphor of “rocking the boat” was a powerful one which was first
used in class discussion by one of the students and later adopted by most of the
students in the class both in discussion as well as in their written journal
reflections (sees Appendix I). This metaphor was grounded in “socially shared
knowledge” (Coffey & Atkinson, 1996) which was produced through class
discussions about the Day of Solidarity. It is a metaphor that “worked” in that all
of the students understood and used it.
As my students questioned the norms within which they lived, they
became more determined to challenge the injustice they saw. Orleana wrote,
Students in the Jones School District get taught common morals
from day one. I cannot fathom how many times a student is told
the golden rule or preached to about tolerance...We get this ideal
perfect human ideology forced on us. Our school grinds that stuff
into us but when it comes to preaching tolerance about
homosexuality it seemed like the administration didn’t want to get
its hands dirty. It was too scandalous a topic. Jones can’t rock the
boat.
Orleana tells us that the students are “taught common morals” such as “the
golden rule,” “tolerance,” and an “ideal perfect human ideology.” The messages
are delivered through teaching, preaching, forcing, and grinding it in to students.
However, as Orleana points out, they do not preach “tolerance about
homosexuality” because it is seen as “dirty” or “scandalous.”
Orleana’s writing is filled with religious allusions and metaphors such as
“morals,” “the golden rule,” “preached” and “preaching.” This is not surprising as
religion, especially the Catholic religion, is a strong force in the community.
Several of the older teachers have told me that when they began teaching the
majority of students would leave early on Wednesday afternoons for CCD
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classes. The religious ideology holds firm and is often enforced by teachers who
go to the same churches as their students. One student told me that she tried to
write an essay in favor of abortion for her Catholic English teacher the previous
year, only to have it returned her to revise her point of view. Others have pointed
out that to “take the Lord’s name in vain” is much more serious than homophobic
comments at Jonesville. The strong Christian values of the school appear
hypocritical to Orleana as there is no “tolerance" for homosexuality, which is
viewed as “scandalous” and “dirty.” So rocking the boat, may also represent
rocking the religious ideology on which the public school in “sweet” Jonesville is
situated.
Nora, like Orleana, critiqued Jonesville’s desire not to rock the boat. She
wrote in her journal,
Some people believe that we should not rock the boat here at
Jones. I think that although Jones may seem “steady” right now, it’s
not really preparing naive students for the world of varying sexual
orientations, and is certainly very unwelcoming to GLBT’s.
Nora separates herself from “some people” who do not advocate rocking the boat
and holding a Day of Solidarity. She extends the metaphor of rocking the boat
and comments on the superficial steadiness of Jones, which may “seem ‘steady’”
but really isn’t. Nora asserts that Jones is failing to prepare “naive” students for
the diversity in the world and is “unwelcoming” to students who do not identify as
heterosexual.
While Nora and Orleana critiqued the school for not rocking the boat,
Carlos, Lauren, Jane and Antonio focused on their duty to “rock the boat.”
Lauren echoed the concerns and language two of her classmates used in
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discussion that day, when she writes: “We should have a Day of Solidarity at our
school. I believe we have the right to do it too... WE need to rock the boat as
Jane and Antonio stated.” Carlos also wrote in his journal “I think that it is time
that we rock the boat now,” in response to the lack of attention that homophobia
receives in their school.
The students had different reasons for rocking the boat. For one student, it
was the whole purpose of the day. For other students, it was about testing out
the culture and reaction of the school: “There has always been a first time and I
think that solidarity day is a perfect opportunity,” “It will also help us figure out
how [school] may react to other events that may in the future be put on by a
GSA,” “It will show us where [school] is lacking and where it is strong.” And for
other students it was about challenging the homophobia in their school: “because
GLBT people have been targets for so long and we need to change that. We
can’t just let that happen anymore.” “We have the right to do it” “we need to do it.”
From a Domain Analysis (Coffey& Atkinson, 1996) of the metaphor “rock
the boat” we learn that the boat is the norms at Jones (see Appendix J). Rocking
the boat means disrupting those norms which might unsteady Jones, and target
those who are not usually targeted: the people who chose not to participate in a
Day of Solidarity. If the boat is rocked then the administration might “get its
hands dirty” over the “scandalous topic” of homophobia. On the other hand, if
the boat is not rocked, “it’s not really preparing naive students for the world of
varying sexual orientations, and is certainly very unwelcoming to GLBT’s.” and
“The GLBT people will continue to be targeted.”
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The choice of the metaphor “rock the boat” is interesting and raises many
questions. What happens if you rock the boat too hard? Will it tip over? What
does that look like at Jones? Who is in the boat? Who would fall out? What
would happen then? If you rock the boat can it ever be steady again? Who
benefits from rocking the boat? Who benefits from not rocking it?
In Sonia Nieto's (2004) fifth level of multicultural education “Affirmation,
Solidarity, and Critique,” she writes that “students and teachers are involved in a
‘subversive activity’” (p. 389).

Rocking the boat and challenging the heterosexist

premises on which the school operated was a ‘subversive activity’ which for
some, threatened the “sweet” and “semi-sheltered” existence of Jones.

“Discussions”: Dialogue and Conscientization
The Day of Solidarity was conceived and planned through critical
dialogue. Barriers to open dialogue were identified and the students tried to
develop strategies to open space for discussion. Over and over again students
emphasized the need they saw to talk to people about the ideas behind their day,
especially to the Middle school. Nora wrote,
I wish we could speak to individual homerooms, or perhaps use
one of their [Middle School] extra silent reading or Teacher
Advisory Program periods to educate and hold a discussion, but I’m
not sure if this is an option...I feel like the younger grades (10th and
lower) really need to be educated on a personal, discussion based
level so that students, even if they do not participate, will
understand why it’s being held and will not act disrespectfully.
Ultimately they were given the opportunity to speak to the high school
students and invite them to participate in the Day of Solidarity during a specially
scheduled extended homeroom period. On the actual Day of Solidarity, the
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Principal arranged for my students to meet with the Middle School Students and
they held their discussion circles. Their discussions with the Middle School
students in particular helped them to share their development of critical literacy
with their younger peers. It also challenged some of their assumptions about the
culture of the Middle school. Orleana wrote:
At first I think I was ignorant about how intolerant a bunch of the
Middle School children were. I came from a social group of people
who never went around calling things “gay.” Then because of the
initial reaction to the Day of Solidarity I talked to a few of the
younger students and was blown away by what I heard. I came to
terms with the fact that some of the 7th and 8th graders really were
homophobic and many were on the fringe. At the end of the Day of
Solidarity, my view were changed. The discussions went smoothly
and the feedback that I got from the facilitators was positive. The
middle school kids in general weren’t really homophobic. Many
just did it to be “cool” or didn’t know it was such a serious thing.
Katie had a similar reflection in her journal. She wrote:
I was especially impressed with the Middle School students during
the talks we had with them - -even the “troublemakers” group
sounded like they were surprisingly mature about the situation, and
many were even upset that they weren’t allowed to officially
participate in the day. I feel that we underestimate the maturity of
the middle school, as many of them expressed the opinion that it
was a small group of outspoken homophobes that “ruined” the day
for the rest of them. In the end it was a mistake not to include
them, but I also really appreciate that [principal] went through the
trouble to give us both extended homerooms and a chance to
speak directly to the middle school.
Orleana and Katie reflect of their changing perception of the middle school
students. Initially, based on Orleana’s experience with her peer group, she
assumed that the “middle schoolers” were generally tolerant. Then she was
“blown away” at how “intolerant” a group of these “children” were. Orleana is not
a child and she uses this language to position the Middle School students as
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homophobic other here. After her experience talking to the middle school “kids”
on the Day of Solidarity, however, she realizes that most of them were not really
homophobic; rather they were trying to be “cool” and didn’t realize the
seriousness of their comments. Katie echoes this when she says that she
believes we “underestimate the maturity” of the students. She also points out
that many of the middle school students wanted to participate and were
disappointed that they couldn’t. There was a “small group of outspoken
homophobes that “ruined” the day for the rest of them.”
Antonio, who hand selected a group of potential “trouble-makers” for his
discussion group reflected on his experience:
I took the challenge upon myself to discuss the issue of
homophobia with some of the kids in 8th grade whom I thought
would be the most troublesome. I was expecting the worst out of
them, but in all fairness, they behaved much better than I ever
could have expected. It was very easy for me to carry on a
conversation with them, because I understood how they behaved,
and I knew that they would say stuff that would be offensive, but
that I wouldn’t let it bother me.
Dialogue is a critical component of critical literacy, and the Contemporary Issues
students modeled their discussions with the Middle School students after the
discussions we had in class. Orleana, Katie and Antonio, along with several other
students, reported being surprised at the dialogue they facilitated with their
younger peers and the level of respect and engagement with which they
addressed the subject of homophobia.
The following year during the Day of Solidarity, the principal responded to
the Contemporary Issues students’ feedback that there had not been enough
time for their discussions. This year he allotted the GSA an hour and scheduled
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their discussions with the Middle School students a few days before the Day of
Solidarity. In their discussion circles, the GSA students asked the middle school
students to fill out a simple survey where they rated their beliefs about sexual
orientation as well as those of their peers (see Appendix K).
The results were shared anonymously with each group and the students
discussed the perception that many of their fellow middle schoolers held
homophobic beliefs, with the results that indicated otherwise. Through critical
discussion and dialogue facilitated by the GSA students, the middle school
students realized that it was not “normal” to be homophobic in their school. For
example, 40% of middle school students indicated that they agreed or strongly
agreed that being LGBT was healthy and normal, whereas 9% of students
thought that their peers believed it to be healthy and normal. Thirty one percent
reported that they did not know what their peers believed and the remaining 60%
thought that their peers would disagree or strongly disagree that it was healthy
and normal. In actuality 40% of Middle School students reported that they
disagreed or strongly disagreed that it was healthy and normal.
Forty percent of Middle school students were unsure of whether their
peers would be accepting toward a close friend or family member who is LGBT
and 28% believed that their peers would not be accepting, leaving 32% who
agreed or strongly agreed that they would be accepting. This was in contrast to
57% of the same students who reported that they would be accepting of a close
friend or family member who is LGBT, 20% who were unsure, and 23% who
disagreed or strongly disagreed that they would be accepting.

148

Interestingly, 47% of Middle School students strongly agreed that LGBT
people should have the same rights as straight people and 27% agreed. Fifteen
percent disagreed and 11% were unsure. When polled about their peers’
thoughts on whether LGBT people should have the same rights as straight
people, 40% were unsure and 32% believed that their peers would agree or
strongly agree. Twenty eight percent believed that their peers would disagree or
strongly disagree that LGBT people should have the same rights as straight
people.
Given these statistics, it is evident that many of the middle school
students were unsure or wrong about their peers’ attitudes and beliefs about
sexual orientation and gay rights. Through discussions in small groups, the
students were able to see that their perceptions about many of their peers were
incorrect. Challenging the belief that most students do not support LGBT people
or believe they should be entitled to the same rights as heterosexual people was
begun through these dialogues. This was an important first step to making
students feel more comfortable in participating in the Day of Solidarity and openly
being supportive of all sexual orientations.
All of the students placed a high value on our class discussions. Antonio
writes:
I really like how we have such open discussions in our class. I
believe that they are the reason why we are able to do as much in
our class.
He values the “open” nature of our “discussions” and credits them with our
productivity rather than taking up time that should be spent doing things. In
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reflecting in her journal about our unit on homophobia and our discussions, Nora
wrote,
Everyone had interesting ideas to contribute, and brought
invaluable questions into the discussion that helped me to
strengthen and look over my feelings. This unit gave me a chance
to voice my own opinion to others who were willing to listen and
think about my ideas. These discussions motivated me to become
more active in fighting homophobia.
Nora points out that through our discussions, her peers contributed
different “ideas” as well as “invaluable questions” which helped her to understand
and explore her own beliefs. She also felt valued and heard by her peers. She
says that she voiced her “opinion to others were willing to listen and think about
my ideas.” The critical nature of class discussions resulted in conscientization
and empowering and motivating Nora to become an active ally in the battle
against homophobia and heterosexism.

Social Activism: Allies Challenging Heterosexism
In the “Fight”: Positioning as Allies
Those of my students who shared their sexual orientation identified as
heterosexual. I am in an opposite sex relationship, which positions us as a
privileged group in terms of sexual orientation. As we shared, read and heard
stories from gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender people, we were able to
“cross over into diverse cultural zones” (Giroux, 1993) and ultimately we
emerged as allies. Through our discussions and action project we became allies
or members of a group with situated privilege who reject an oppressive ideology
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and take action to promote social justice for all people. As Carlos explained in
his journal,
The purpose behind the whole day was to come together as a
group. That’s the reason we named it Solidarity Day. We had to
make it clear for people that everybody involved in this day or the
GSA isn’t a gay, lesbian, bisexual, or transgender. We had to
make it clear that you can be an ally and support. In fact, all the
people involved are straight because none is really openly gay in
our community. That tells us that our community is not safe for
people of all sexual orientation. We have to create tolerance and
fighting for it is always worth it.... How can we ignore all the GLBT
people in our community? They have been targets for so long and
we need to change that.
Carlos begins by emphasizing the purpose of the day, Solidarity, which he
connects to coming together as a group, being an ally, and supporting a cause.
While there is a clear “we” (the Contemporary Issues Class) - “they” (GLBT
people) divide in Carlos’s writing, he also calls on people to stop colluding “how
can we ignore all the GLBT people in our community. They have been targets
for so long,” and then moves to action “we need to change that.”
Carlos positions himself as an ally to the LGBT community. He sees it as
our responsibility to “change” the fact that LGBT people are “targeted]”, rather
than to “ignore” it, which would maintain the silence and invisibility which has
been the norm. He infers that because nobody can openly identify as LGBT,
they are all straight. Yet from that assertion he concludes not that everyone
really is straight, but that “our community is not safe.”
“Ally” is defined by Griffin (1997) as “a member of an agent group who
rejects the dominant ideology and takes action against oppression out of a belief
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that eliminating oppression will benefit agents and targets” (p. 76). Carlos clearly
positions himself as an ally to the GLBT community.
Anwar’s identity as an ally and commitment to action on the other hand,
stemmed from an intimate connection. He wrote in his journal:
This issue touched very close to home for me because my mom is
of a sexual orientation other than heterosexual. Even though my
mom’s not out to everyone, she has still faced some adversity, and
I want as many people to know about this issue as possible, to
avoid problems or controversies for other people...I’ll never forget
the day my mother explained to me with tears in her eyes that her
mother, my grandmother, completely opposed my mother’s way of
life and wanted nothing to do with her. I believe that if our
homophobic unit will have been completely worthwhile if we force
one person to reconsider their views, and lead a more tolerant
accepting life.
Through his Mom’s experiences Anwar understands the “adversity” that people
who do not identify as heterosexual face. For Anwar, part of being an ally is
“forcing” people to reconsider homophobic views so that they will live a “more
tolerant accepting life.”
In a persuasive essay Orleana wrote in my English class where she was
asked to use figurative language, she wrote about the role of allies:
Those who support gay marriage need to band together and speak
up, for it is only when people take action that changes are made.
Now that the door to gay marriage has been opened a crack, we
need to put our foot in the doorway and fight to pull it open
completely. Don’t allow the door to be slammed after the glimpse
inside has been made. It will indeed be a struggle to open that
door, but until it has been opened, homosexuals will face the
inhumane discrimination of the dominant group.
Her use of the pronoun “we” marks her as an ally in this “fight” to end
discrimination. For Orleana, there is a “need” to take action in order to
completely “open that door.” She recognizes that it will not be easy and in fact
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describes it as a “struggle,” but a necessary one in order to end the “inhumane
discrimination” perpetuated by the “dominant group.” She challenges herself and
others who support gay marriage to act in order to stop the abuse of power by
those who identify as heterosexual.
Orleana and Carlos use metaphors of “fight” and “struggle” to describe
their role in ending heterosexism. Other students used similar metaphors
including Katie who writes about the “opposition” and Jane who writes that “the
more people pushed against us, the more it made me want to push back.” The
students also dubbed me “the army of one” as I went into faculty meetings to
support their action project. Metaphors of military and fighting are interesting
given their ideal of solidarity and support for all people.
Anwar also writes about opposition in his final reflection at the end of the
year.
I will admit, originally, I had doubts that our day was ever even
going to take place. I thought the faculty and parent opposition
would be too great and we would have to end up waiting until next
year for our day...[future groups shouldn’t] be intimidated by faculty
opposition. Hearing comments made in class, it seemed like the
feeling was that the faculty body was all powerful, all knowing and
whatever they said was absolute fact. However, this is simply not
true. There were many points where we and the faculty were at
odds concerning our day and on some points we even won them
over.
While these students do not place blame or responsibility on LGBT people to end
homophobia and instead take on the responsibility themselves as members of
the “dominant group,” they also seem to be positioning other dominant group
members, especially the faculty and administration as “the enemy” who must be
conquered or “won over.” Anwar wasn’t sure the Contemporary Issues class
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would succeed in having the Day of Solidarity. He critiques his peers’
acceptance of the faculty as “all powerful, all knowing” and points out that the
students “won them over” sometimes. Carlos also wasn’t sure they would win.
He writes
It was worth it to fight for it and get it. Even if we hadn’t had such a good
response, it was still worth fighting for it. It was worth it to fight for us even
if our idea was rejected and we weren’t going to have this day. It is really
important to create awareness and tolerance in our community.
He recognizes the importance of the process in the “fight”, regardless of the
outcome.

“A Day of Solidarity”: Making Allies Visible
In the students’ discussions and writing the “day” was initially described as
“a day of solidarity and awareness where people would wear jeans and a white tshirt to show their support.” In fact, during the initial letter to the principal and the
first announcement to the whole school this was the way it was phrased. After
the students were asked to “rethink” their day, they rewrote the announcement as
“a day of solidarity.” In class discussions, students often shortened this to
“Solidarity Day.”
A domain analysis based on student journals and class discussions
reveals that “Solidarity Day” or “A Day of Solidarity” is: “support,” “awareness,”
“non-discrimination,” “talks with the middle schoolers,” “showing respect,” “taking
action,” and “expressing a belief that GLBT people should not have to
experience discrimination, especially in the school environment” (see Appendix
L).

On the Day of Solidarity you “wear jeans and a white t shirt to show support

for GLBT’s,” “come together as a group,” “show a commitment to ending
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discrimination against gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgendered people,”
“encourage tolerance,” “show support and encourage tolerance and non¬
discrimination of everyone regardless of sexual orientation.” Those who opposed
the day think that Solidarity Day is “Gay Day” or “in support of all things related to
homosexuality.”
In looking at the reasons students expressed for why we should have a
Day of Solidarity, there were a range of explanations. Some focused on a moral
sense of duty such as “we should do it” and “we have the right to do it too.”
Some expressed a need to hold a Day of Solidarity at Jones to test the waters at
the school: “It will show us where Jones is lacking and where it is strong,” “It will
also help us figure out how [school] may react to other events that may in the
future be put on by a GSA,” and “There has always been a first time and I think
that solidarity day is a perfect opportunity.” Many connected it explicitly to
challenging homophobia: “unite against discrimination and the violent effects of
homophobia,” “Force [at least] one person to reconsider their views, and lead a
more tolerant accepting life,” and “Jones is certainly very unwelcoming to
GLBT’s.” Others focused on the visible nature of the support for people of all
sexual orientations: “Give people a chance to see how open and how tolerant a
community Jones is,” “to demonstrate that Jones maintains an atmosphere of
respect and tolerance towards people of all sexual orientations,” “[to] show
support for LGBT people in our community,” “to show support and encourage
tolerance and non-discrimination of everyone regardless of sexual orientation”
and “[to show] the town we were ready to change and that we wanted to.”
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The Contemporary Issues students’ vision of “solidarity,” is one where
they join with other allies who reject discrimination and show support for people
of all sexual orientations. As there were no openly lesbian, gay, bisexual or
transgender people at the school during the first year, solidarity or openly uniting
with LGBT people in their school was not possible. So their Day of Solidarity was
not a day where they joined forces with people in school who were LGBT, but
rather a day where they made visible the support that existed at Jones.
While the idea for the Day of Solidarity came from a gay activist, it might
also be critiqued as a “holidays” approach to gay rights. Setting aside one day
where people show their support for LGBT people and then returning to a
heterosexist norm would certainly be problematic. The intention here, as many
of the students expressed, was to make visible the support for people of all
sexual orientations, thus challenging the assumption that most people at Jones
were homophobic. The Day of Solidarity, in many ways was a Day of Visibility
for Allies.
Although the principal said nothing on the Day of Solidarity, the following
day during morning announcements the principal did thank everyone for their
participation. During our end of the year awards assembly, I gave social justice
activism awards to the heads of the Gay Straight Alliance and to all of my
Contemporary Issues students. There were hundreds of other awards given out
as well, but the principal stopped and again thanked the students and me for the
Day of Solidarity. He did not say anything about any of the other awards given
out that day.
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“A Little Bit of Flak” The Cost of Being an Ally
Publicly identifying as an ally had a price for some. In an interview with
the school psychologist, he shared the backlash some students endured:
I had a couple of students who I can think of who said that they
caught a little bit of flak because they were involved in that.
Someone would say, you know, “you must be gay because you are
involved with that or you are spearheading this.” And at least, at
that point in time, that was an issue that seemed to be bothering
them a little bit.
Although the school psychologist cushions his statements twice by saying “a little
bit” in reference to the “flak” and how much it bothered students, his comments
are very important. Thus positioning oneself as an ally and activist around the
issue of gay rights was risky for some students and resulted in homophobic
harassment. These students did not share these experiences with the rest of the
class; they remained silent about this “flak” as well as their feelings, choosing
only to share them in private.
This “flak” also served to keep potential allies in their place as colluders in the
heterosexist culture of the school. Unlike the majority of the students in the
class, the students who got “flak” for their involvement did not continue their
participation in the GSA during the second year.

“Bringing it to Light”: Visibility as Resistance

Despite the attempts of some of the faculty and administration to suppress
the visibility of the Day of Solidarity, the students held firm to their mission and
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were able to make their support visible in some ways. The students put up a
display about homophobia in the front hall in a glassed in case in order to
educate their community. In it, they included statistics from the Gay, Lesbian,
Straight Education Network and the National Gay and Lesbian Taskforce about
homophobic remarks, intervention, definitions of terms, and resources for
support. The display remained hanging well over after they put it up.
Figure 1: Display Case

Katie extended a similar metaphor as Nora in her journal when she wrote,
“The issue has been swept under the carpet in the past, and we are beginning to
bring it to light.” She follows her metaphor of being “swept under the carpet” or
intentional hiding, with the active stance that “we are beginning to bring it to
light.” Again, the issue is homophobia and heterosexism, that they are bringing
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to light, not specific people’s sexual orientation. The students saw their Day of
Solidarity as a way to bring to bring the support for people of all sexualities and
the harm of homophobia and heterosexism to the attention of their community.
The following year the Day of Solidarity was much more visible. The GSA
students composed letters and received the principal’s approval to send them
home to all of the students in the school (see Appendix G), including the Middle
School who was also allowed to participate. The students also put together a
giant pink triangle composed of smaller triangles that individual students and
faculty signed demonstrating their commitment to respect people of all sexual
orientations. This display of support remains hanging in the school cafeteria and
a picture of it appears in the yearbook.

“I can stand up”: Empowerment and Social Activism
Other students felt empowered through the project. In their selfevaluations at the end of the year all of the students wrote about their learning
from this project. Katie and Nora reflected on the transformative nature of their
experience in their journals.
Katie: Before our action project I hadn’t really ever actively worked
to change something big like that - certainly I held beliefs, but I had
rarely taken them to the next level beyond arguing and into taking
action. I think that is the main thing that I learned from the
homophobia unit - that if you take action and persevere through
obstacles, you can change things...One thing that was pretty
empowering during the unit was how, at the end of it, we had no
problem challenging what the authority was saying, even to its face.
We had started out being hesitant about what would be acceptable
to them, and ended with the attitude that it was what we found
acceptable that was important, not what others found acceptable.
For example, in the beginning it felt like we were nervous about
confronting [the principal] about what we wanted to do with our
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project, but nearing its completion we were actively seeking him out
to talk and negotiate.

Nora: Most of all, I think that our homophobia unit and Solidarity
Day gave me a chance to imagine how to address injustices
through activism, and proved to me that I can stand up to the
administration and challenge norms that I feel need to be
challenged. I can take action against injustice and make a
difference, and I don’t have to take something at face value if I
believe that it may be wrong...I’ve learned more about myself this
year - who I am , what I am capable of, and what I want to do with
my life - than ever before...
Nora and Katie realized the power they had to make change in their
school and in the world. Katie writes “if you take action and persevere through
obstacles, you can change things,” which highlights the empowerment that both
students experienced through this unit. Katie reflects on the way her sense of
empowerment grew throughout the course of the critical literacy project. Initially,
she say, students “were nervous” about presenting their ideas, but by the end
they felt empowered to “negotiate” with and “challenge what the authority was
saying.” Nieto explains empowerment as “both the purpose and outcome”
(Nieto, 1999, p.105) of multicultural education, which it was for many of my
students.
Nora credits both ideas and questions from her peers in helping her to
better assert her own voice and become an agent of change. Through engaging
in social activist work across lines of privilege Nora says she “learned more about
myself this year - who I am, what I am capable of, and what I want to do with my
life - than ever before.” The critical literacy project had a profound effect on her
sense of identity. A little later Nora writes, “These discussions motivated me to
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become more active in fighting homophobia.” The critical nature of class
discussions resulted in empowering and motivating Nora to become an active
ally in the battle against homophobia and heterosexism. It is significant that she
asserts that she was “motivated” to become “more active in fighting
homophobia.” While some people do not hold homophobic beliefs, it is not the
same as being active in ending homophobia. Here she positions herself as an
ally and activist.
Anderson and Irvine (1993) claim that although increased self-esteem
may be an essential component for students to feel empowered and take social
action, they feel it is insufficient as the focus is on the individual level, rather than
the social or institutional. Instead, they define social action as “concrete social
practice to confront social, political, or economic realities” (p. 98). Taking social
action served to empower Nora and Katie as they confronted the social
inequalities of heterosexism.
At the end of the year, I asked my students “What counts as action? What
does action look like?” (see Appendix M for all of their definitions). All of the
students defined action as something that you “do.” For Jane, it was “something
you do, when you see something wrong in the world.” Jack pointed out, “Anyone
can just sit there and think of something that would be good for society as a
whole, but it takes someone dedicated to actually do something.” .For Steve and
Anwar it was something you do to “accomplish a goal.”
Many had “obvious” examples of action. Anwar suggested “protesting an
event” and Nora offered “participating in an enormous political rally.” Most
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students, including Antonio sited “our day of solidarity and the subsequent talk
with the middle school.” Nora writes, “Our actions did not seem monumental to
me at the time - they did not bring on Gay Rights legislation or wipe the phrase
“that’s so gay” from every Jones’ student’s mouth - but they did affect students
on an individual level, helping them to rethink their interpretations of
homosexuality. It also proved to the staff that many Jones students are not
willing to simply sit down and watch injustice take place.”
Antonio, Anwar and Nora also remind us that action isn’t always
“obvious.” Sometimes it is “passive” or “not so profound.” For example, Anwar
offers “someone wearing a t-shirt that expresses their ideas” or “to refuse to do
something” and Antonio says that action can be “the poster we made, or the talks
we had with [principal] about the day itself.”
Several of the students explained action as interrupting injustice or
collusion. Jane says that it is something you do “when you see something wrong
in the world.” Nora says that it can be “correcting someone who uses oppressive
speech in the hallway, educating peers and standing up for those who are being
discriminated against.” Lauren writes that “Action is doing something, instead of
being quiet and letting your ideas and views get passed by. Action looks like
someone who teaches others, speaks up and talks about issues.” Carlos wrote,
“[action] can just be verbally confronting people when they say homophobic slurs
and it can also be our day of solidarity. An action usually is to raise your voice
against any injustice or things you disagree with.”
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Katie and Orleana both wrote about becoming more active in challenging
their friends and others in the school when the say “that’s so gay.” Katie said that
she tells them that she is not OK with them saying “that’s so gay.” Rather than
saying that “that’s so gay” might be offensive to someone who is gay, as an ally,
Katie tells her friends that it is not OK with her.
My goal in teaching my students critical literacy strategies was to help
students to empower themselves to advocate for themselves and for others in
the world. My students became allies and I watched their ability and willingness
to advocate for themselves and others grow.
Jane, an especially quiet student who was often absent and generally
disengaged from school, volunteered to call out the names of the 100 Middle
School Students from the stage so that they would know what groups to go to. In
her self-evaluation at the end of the year she wrote:
I really enjoyed participating in our homophobia action project. It
was fun and a huge step in the right direction for the whole town.
Throughout this year, in Contemporary Issues class, particularly
this unit, my ability to form and articulate my opinions has grown
significantly. I was also very impressed with myself during the
education part of our solidarity day, with the seventh and eighth
graders, when I stood up on the stage and yelled out the groups
that we had put together.
Much to my surprise, Jane volunteered to call out the names of the Middle
School students so they would know what groups to go to. I asked her if she was
sure she wanted this job, as it would require a loud voice since acoustics in the
cafeteria are poor. She assured me she could do it and as I watched her on the
stage in a leadership role, I too was “very impressed.” She impressed me, her
peers, and most importantly herself through her development of voice and
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empowerment. Jane graduated second to last in her class. This was the only
time I remember hearing or seeing her say that she was “very impressed with
myself about anything that had to do with school.

“To accept other things too”: From Situated Privilege to Situated Privilege
to Sites of Oppression: the extension of critical literacy
In Katie’s final reflection, she wrote about how the Contemporary Issues
class had affected the way she thought about more than just homophobia and
Gay rights.
When I had time to myself, I was surprised to find myself debating
about Affirmative Action in my head instead of just worrying about
school or making dinner or whatnot. Also, thanks to Antonio’s
presentation about garbage disposal, I’ve made a sincere effort to
become more informed about what sort of things can and can’t be
recycled and to become a lot stricter about what I throw away.
Katie, a European American student, is thinking about Affirmative Action. Issues
of race and privilege are “in [her] head, just as those about sexual orientation and
privilege had been during our unit on heterosexism Antonio’s other project on
garbage and recycling also stayed with Katie and she becoming “more informed”
so that she can be a more active in recycling.
Lauren has learning disabilities and receives regular help from the
Resource Room. Such students are often referred to as SPEDS, retards, or
stupid and accused of cheating, by their peers. In her self-evaluation she
reflected:
I have also talked about other issues with others when I hear them
come up. We did a whole unit on the gay and lesbian community
and it was all about acceptance. Sure it was on acceptance, but I
think people in our school have to accept other things too. One of
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these days, when someone talks about kids going to the special
education room for help, I am finally going to take some action and
ask them what the big problem is. Sometimes I do ask students
what the big deal is. They think I don’t go there, but I do and I don’t
care. Sure I get good grades, but many kids really don’t
understand and accept why kids go there. At times it angers me
because they don’t understand what it is like to learn something
slower than they do. I go there but I know it is because I need help
with certain things that don’t come easy, its not that I am dumb. My
goal is to one day advocate for the students that have that class
and really teach the students in there why they are in that class
because I also think many don’t understand what a learning
disability is. I really didn’t understand until I was a senior.
Lauren, like the other students had situated privilege when we focused on sexual
orientation. Although she does not have that same privilege in terms of learning,
she has learned how to ask questions and advocate for change when she sees
%

an oppressive situation. She declares that she is going to step in and “ask what
the big problem is” when “someone talks about kids going to the special
education room for help.” She then explains that she uses the special education
room, but that other students don’t think she does because she does well in
school. This apparently contradicts the stereotype that students labeled with
learning disabilities are unsuccessful in school or “dumb.” Lauren challenges this
ideology and explains why it is that students go to the special education room
“because I need some help with things that don’t come easy” and admits that she
didn’t even understand what a learning disability was until this year. Not only
does she want to confront the students who look down on students with learning
disabilities, but she also wants to “advocate” for those who have them. Part of
this “advocating” involves unpacking what a learning disability is, as many
students, Lauren claims, don’t know. Empowering herself and her peers with
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learning disabilities and interrupting ableism in her school are priorities for
Lauren. She sees how she can transfer her critical literacy and social activism
skills to other issues that are important to her.
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CHAPTER 6
CONCLUSIONS:
STUDENTS WITH SITUATED PRIVILEGE DEVELOPING
CRITICAL LITERACY AND DISRUPTING HETEROSEXISM

One of my purposes for doing this research was to better understand how
the development of critical literacy can impact students with situated privilege.
There are many qualitative and quantitative studies on the development of
academic literacy. Prior research also has been conducted to explore the impact
of the development of critical literacy with students with social identities where
they are denied privilege. However, little research exists to provide a window
into what this looks like with students with situated privilege. In order to do this, I
used a critical multicultural pedagogy where I paid particular attention to my
students’ development of critical literacy.
As a practitioner researcher, the participants in this study were my
students. They were not randomly selected subjects and I was not an “objective”
outsider. We were students and a teacher, teaching and learning together.
Together we identified the problem of heterosexism in our school community, we
researched it, we used critical literacy to understand how it functioned in our
school, we examined and interrupted our role in it, and together we engaged in
social activism.
Through critical practitioner research, the use of critical literacy projects,
and critical ethnographic methods I have explored and documented our process
as well as the cultural context within which it occurred. Drawing heavily on the
students’ own words, as well as the reflections of other teachers and
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administrators, I have tried to capture the voices, cultures, ideologies, and
actions that characterized our experience. The analysis of the data, informed by
critical multicultural analysis and critical discourse analysis, yields a number of
findings and implications about using critical literacy with students with situated
privilege to challenge heterosexism in a public school. It also invites several
recommendations for further research.

Findings

Finding 1 :1 found that using critical multicultural pedagogies emphasizing critical
literacy helped prepare and motivate students with situated privilege to interrupt
their own behavior and reinvent themselves as allies and agents of change.
Prior research reveals that LGBT people are often at the forefront of the
movement to make schools safe. Many also face considerable resistance by
communities who accuse LGBT adults of trying to “convert” teens to be gay
(Miceli, 2005; Jennings, 1994). My research suggests that some students and
teachers who do not identify as LGBT may also choose to be powerful allies in
the work to make schools safe for all students. Through critical multicultural
pedagogies emphasizing critical literacy, the heterosexual identified students in
this study were able to deepen their understanding of homophobia and
heterosexism, which increased their motivation to interrupt it and use their
positions of situated privilege to take action.
My students did more than learn definitions and facts about homophobia,
they also reflected on their role in it and became committed to breaking the
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silence about the issue in their school. All of the students also problematized
and interrupted their own silence about the heterosexism in Jones and committed
themselves to breaking the silence through their Solidarity Day action project.
For example, Lauren was able to think critically about the language she
used, such as “that’s so gay,” and realize that her use of it contributed to a
heterosexist school culture and could “keep people down.” She became
conscious of this and tried to “catch” herself in order to change her behavior and
discourse. As an active participant in the Day of Solidarity she became an agent
of change.
The learning and transformations were not always articulated by the
students. For example, Orleana began the year positioning herself as “not
homophobic” and not knowing any “open homosexuals.” Through her writing and
participation in class discussions, I watched her language and attitudes change.
Although nobody told her it was “wrong,” she stopped using the word
“homosexuals” which has a scientific connotation, and began to use language
more commonly found in the gay rights movement, such as “GLBT,” “people who
are gay,” “same sex relationships” and “hardcore homophobes,” which is slang
used by some gay rights activists to refer to staunchly homophobic people.

She

was not satisfied with the Day of Solidarity, as it was too quiet, she wanted more.
She helped to design a second Day of Solidarity which included the giant pink
triangle made of individual students and teachers’ signed smaller triangles. She
was at every meeting, engaged in every event. She critiqued the principal and
others for their silence in the face of homophobic remarks. Her participation and
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leadership in the Gay Straight Alliance were strong and consistent as well. As
the editor of the yearbook, she made sure that it included pictures of the Gay
Straight Alliance to ensure its continued visibility. Through her development of
critical literacy, she moved from being “not homophobic” to being an activist
committed to ending heterosexism at Jones and legalizing same sex marriage
nationwide.
Using critical multicultural pedagogies with an emphasis on critical literacy
helped students decode discourse and reveal ideologies. This assisted them in
resisting oppressive cultural norms like heterosexism and realizing their power to
effect change in the world. Students were able to develop an oppositional
ideology to the dominant heterosexist ideology on which Disney, much of the
media, and their school operates. Nora questioned why Disney, children’s
literature, and other facets of the media rarely represent same-sex relationships.
Orleana questioned and critiques the purpose of schooling, adding that it must
also be about teaching respect for all people. Carlos saw the targeting of LGBT
people and insists that we must not “ignore” it. Brenda and Nora used their article
on Safe Space Stickers to challenge the dominant ideology on which many at the
school function. Although Lauren’s oppositional ideology around the use of
“that’s so gay” was revealed when she said that it could “be used to maintain
oppression,” the dominant ideology at the school remained that “that’s so gay”
didn’t “mean anything.” Additional, the students developed an oppositional
ideology to the dominant ideology of “tolerance” that the administration held.
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Although they ultimately capitulated and used the word, it was not without
critique.
Through critical literacy approached through the lens of critical
multicultural pedagogy, these students moved beyond a complex understanding
of the nature of heterosexism towards a place where they wanted to engage in
social activism. For Katie engaging in social activism was new; she had
“debated” issues before, but never moved beyond that. In fact many of the
students had not engaged in self-directed and initiated social activism before.
The metaphor of “rocking the boat” became a powerful one for the students as
they saw not only the need to rock it, but also that they could be boat rockers.
Nora pointed to our class discussions as the pedagogical strategy that
“motivated [her] to become more active in fighting homophobia.” Antonio also
said that he felt our class discussions were what “allowed us to get so much
done.” Carving out the time and space in our class for critical discussion was
essential, which sometimes meant putting other things on hold or tossing a
lesson plan out the window. Discussion takes time, but it is also where students
come to understand the dynamics of oppression, the power of language, the
humor and support to continue in the face of resistance, and the motivation to be
activists.
For many of the students, the work of interrupting heterosexism felt
empowering. Nora, Orleana, Katie, Carlos and Jane all specifically commented
on the empowerment they experienced through the work that we did together.
The students faced a lot of opposition from teachers, administrators, students
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and some parents. The metaphor of a “fight” was often used to describe what
they were doing in challenging homophobia. For some like Jane who wrote “the
more people pushed against us, the more it made me want to push back” the
controversy and “fight” fed their motivation and sense of power to continue this
work.
Others endured personal attacks. This research also reveals some of the
hidden cost of positioning oneself as an ally in relation to sexual orientation.
Homophobic harassment or “flak” was a potential cost of being an ally. The
school psychologist shared with me in an interview that some of the students had
told him that they experienced teasing “you must be gay” for their involvement in
the project and that it bothered them “a little.” These students never shared
these experiences with me.
Allies also need support and models to sustain them. The Contemporary
Issues and Gay Straight Alliance students relied on one another for support and
encouragement to remain engaged with tackling heterosexism. There were
many setbacks along the way when the students’ proposals for their Day of
Solidarity were repeatedly rejected, their signs were taken down, and they lacked
wide support for their project. Having a space, my classroom, where they could
vent and discuss these setbacks and restrictions was critical to their ability to
persevere. I also served as a support and model for the students involved. As
someone who has been involved with social justice activist work for many years,
I shared stories, ideas, support, and resources with the students as they planned
their Days of Solidarity and other GSA events. In their open response final
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course/instructor evaluations, every single student noted that my support for
them and their work had been “helpful,” “essential,” or “important.” The LGBT
panel from the local University was another source of powerful models and
inspiration. It was significant that one of the members of the panel was a
heterosexual ally, as she also served as a role model who was closer to the
students’ age than I was.

Finding 2: Critical multicultural pedagogical strategies supported students in
further developing critical literacy while they problematized and resisted
heterosexism and heteronormativity.
Critical multicultural pedagogies consider social diversity with a goal of
increasing understanding, problematizing oppression, and transforming social
inequality. They grapple with hegemony, resistance, and counter-hegemony;
view knowledge as dialectical as well socially and historically constructed;
unpack ideologies; and make dialogue and conscientization a central component
of teaching and learning. Finally critical multicultural pedagogies move beyond
classroom walls.
While the students had previously developed some critical literacy
strategies in the Contemporary Issues class, the engagement in the social action
project challenging heterosexism provided them with many opportunities to
further develop their critical literacy.

Using critical multicultural pedagogical

strategies I sought to support my students through their project. Together we
worked to explore multiple and historical perspectives, engage in critical
dialogue, examine the relationship between power and language, decode
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dominant Discourses, reveal ideologies, understand and resist the hegemonic
nature of heterosexism, and bring our work out into the school as a whole.
The students and I explored multiple perspectives and ideologies about
heterosexism. They began with their own perspectives and opinions and then
explored those of their families, peers, teachers, administrators as well as those
from the LGBT panel from the University. To these we added secondary sources
which provided a wealth of perspectives and ideologies to consider.
Looking at the historicity of knowledge was also important in the way that I
approached my pedagogy and we learned about heterosexism. Without
examining and understanding the historical and social context within which
knowledge is created and norms are produced it is easy to simply accept the
status quo as the “just the way things are” or to be blind to the possibility of
change. Through our research we were able to better understand the dynamics
of homophobia as well as the steps others had taken to interrupt it. We saw that
heterosexism is not normal and there are many things which people have done
to challenge it. The Massachusetts Governor’s Commission Report and the
LGBT panel from the local university were particularly helpful here. This led
students such as Nora to question Disney and other media’s impact on
constructing knowledge about what is normal, in terms of sexuality.
Dialogue and conscientization are the antithesis to silence and passive
reception of information, which Freire (1970/2000) calls “banking.” My class was
based on dialogue, which allowed us to co-construct meaning and supported the
development of conscientization. The students and I sat in a circle and they
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directed their comments and questions to one another as well as to me, the
teacher. Through dialogue we problematized our understanding of the world and
word and explored what we could do to make it a better place. For example,
during the process of co-composing their announcement about Solidarity Day,
the students discussed the connotations of “tolerance,” “support,” and
“acceptance.” As a class, we also discussed and problematized the use of “gay”
to mean stupid, the absence of curriculum which is inclusive of LGBT people and
the resources available for us to learn about heterosexism. Critical dialogue was
an essential component of the class, which supported the students’ development
of critical literacy. Nora credits the discussions with helping her to “strengthen
and look over my feelings... [and] gave me a chance to voice my own opinion.”
Through dialogue the students in grades 9-12 supported one another in their
growing understanding of the nature of heterosexism, privilege, and activism.
Not only were the students able to engage in critical dialogue, but they developed
the skills to facilitate such conversations. Through critical discussion and
dialogue which the GSA facilitated during the Second Day of Solidarity when they
used the surveys, the middle school students realized that it was not “normal” to
be homophobic in their school.
Engaging in disrupting heterosexism increased the students’ awareness of
the relationship between power and language and provided an opportunity for
them to decode dominant Discourses. For example, the ongoing debate
between the students and administration as well as the students’ discussion with
each other over the use of the words “tolerance,” “acceptance” and “support”
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demonstrates their growing understanding of this relationship as well as their
ability to understand the Discourses surrounding each of these words. Lauren’s
decision to change her habit of saying “that’s so gay” resulted from decoding and
understanding the dominant discourse that “gay means stupid” and “people don’t
mean anything by it.” The middle school students’ suggestion to subvert it by
saying “that’s so straight” also highlights the awareness of the power of
language. Orleana’s critique of the principal who did not say anything on the Day
of Solidarity and the teachers who don’t interrupt homophobic remarks
demonstrate their understanding that silence, another side of language and
Discourse, also has tremendous oppressive power.
Through dialogue and reflective journal writing, I saw that students were
able to develop the skills necessary to begin to unpack dominant ideologies. For
example, Katie wrote about the political and religious ideologies that she believed
many of the faculty held, which prevented them from understanding the purpose
of Solidarity Day. Many of the students wrote or spoke about the ways the
dominant ideologies of the school administration constrained their ability to
implement the Day of Solidarity.

Orleana’s comment that the school didn’t want

the Day of Solidarity to sound “too positive” after the discussion about the word
choice of “support” or tolerance,” Steve, Orleana, and Brenda’s writings about
their signs be removed; Jane’s reflection about the desperation of people in the
town to keep it the way it was, are just a few of the many examples of students
bumping up against and exploring dominant ideologies.
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As we explored the hegemonic dimensions of heterosexism, it became
clear that it had been quite accepted by the students and faculty as normal. The
Head teacher “didn’t see it as a problem,” the Special Education teacher
explained that students don’t mean anything by it when they use terms such as
“fag” and “gay.” Tina’s survey corroborated Carlos’s findings that “that’s so gay”
means “that’s stupid,” and as countless students and staff have told me “it
doesn’t mean anything.” Through this process, my students and I were
challenging the overwhelming heterosexism at work in our school. The students’
resistance to the accepted homophobia, which was rampant in our school, is
evidence of the “dialectical notion” of human agency to which Giroux (1983)
referred. As McLaren (2003) indicated Jones in fact became a “terrain” of
“struggle” between dominant heteronormative ideologies and subordinate
ideologies of support and solidarity (p.78). Not only did the Contemporary Issues
and GSA students resist dominant ideologies through their writing, projects,
actions, and conversations, but Carlos, Orleana, and several of the other
students understood it, as McLaren did, as a “fight” or “struggle.” Through their
social actions the students sought to disrupt heterosexist norms. In fact, the
principal later reflected that he felt like that was the most salient thing that the
students had done. He could no longer assume that every boy had a girl that he
would be taking to the prom. The Safe Space stickers, the Days of Solidarity, the
LGBT panel which the students invited to speak to the school and the GSA are a
few of the ways that the students used social action to disrupt heterosexism at
Jones.
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What began as a class project became a school wide effort to interrupt
heterosexism at Jones. Students from different classes worked together on
multiple projects that transcended the boundaries of the classroom to have a
wider effect on the school community. My Contemporary Issues students joined
with the Gay Straight Alliance in facilitating discussion groups about homophobia
and heterosexism with the Middle School students. Tina, a student in my
Sociology class, conducted a survey exploring the attitudes of Jones students in
terms of Sexual Orientation. She shared these results with the Contemporary
Issues students and with the Gay Straight Alliance Students. In English class,
Nora and Orleana used persuasive essay writing assignments as ways to further
their positions on equal rights for all people regardless of sexual orientation and
gay marriage respectively. Students wrote articles for the school newspaper and
created a public bulletin board to disseminate information to the entire school
community. The Day of Solidarity, a project sponsored by the Contemporary
Issues class, was open to the entire school. The following year, although I no
longer taught at the school, students continued their quest to interrupt
heterosexism at Jones through the Gay Straight Alliance. They sponsored many
whole school events such as inviting a panel of LGBT speakers to the school,
hosting a second Day of Solidarity, and initiating a Safe Space Sticker campaign.
The work that we did was public. We used many strategies to bring
students’ work outside the confines of the classroom and into the space of the
entire school including: the newspaper articles, the Tolerance Triangle, the Day
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of Solidarity, the Safe Space Stickers, the letter that went home describing the
Day of Solidarity, the visit to the Faculty Meeting, and the GSA meetings.

Finding 3: Students developed some critical literacy strategies that were specific
to their situated privilege including recognizing their own privilege and role in
maintaining oppression, understanding of the dynamics of oppression,
problematizing their own participation in dominant Discourses, identifying as
allies, and developing an awareness and willingness to use their power to take
social action.
In doing this research, I explored not only the possibilities which teaching
critical literacy informed by a critical multicultural pedagogy offers students with
situated privilege, but also the dynamics of it. Some of the ways that these
students developed critical literacy were similar to the research about students
developing critical literacy around sites of their own oppression (Blackburn, 2003;
Luna, 2003; Morrell, 2004), however I also found that many of the ways students
developed and exhibited critical literacy were specific to their more privileged
position in relation to the topic of study: heterosexism. Evidence of critical
literacy that was unique to their relative social power was apparent through
students recognizing their own privilege and role in maintaining oppression,
understanding of the dynamics of oppression, problematizing their own
participation in dominant Discourses, developing an awareness and willingness
to use their power to take social action and identifying as allies.
Through class discussions, reflective journal writing, and conversations
with LGBT University students, the Contemporary Issues students were able to
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recognize heterosexual privilege and see some of the ways they exercised the
privilege which resulted in maintaining oppression. Lauren articulated this
especially well when she problematized her participation in the dominant
Discourse with the use of the phrase “that’s so gay,” but other students were also
able to see their own privilege. Carlos’ insistence on “rocking the boat now” and
not “ignoring” anymore the ways LGBT people are targeted implies an
acknowledgement of the privilege to do so, the oppressive results, and an
articulated commitment to end such collusion. Orleana recognized the privilege
she had in terms of marriage and saw that unless marriage laws are changed,
“homosexuals will face the inhumane discrimination of the dominant group.” As a
member of the “dominant group” she implicates herself in this oppression. She
also identified as an ally, called on others to join her in to “put our foot in the
doorway and fight to pull it open completely.” The themes of silence and
invisibility came up repeatedly and the students understood that there own
silence and invisible support as well as that of the school administration and
faculty served to maintain heterosexism. There plan for Solidarity Day was a
hope way to break this silence and “make visible the support for people of all
sexual orientations.” All of the students expressed repeatedly through journal
entries and class discussions that they wanted to use their power to continue to
take social action, even when many obstacles and delays were present.
I also modeled my awareness of privilege for the students. I talked openly
about how it was safer for me as a woman in an opposite sex marriage to
facilitate discussions and actions around the issue of sexual orientation than
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someone who was in a same sex relationship. We talked about the risks that
teachers and administrators in same sex relationships faced in public schools.
We also talked about the harassment and violence that students who identified
as LGBT faced in schools. The students acknowledged that with unearned
privilege or social power such as we had, comes a duty to use it to work for
social justice for all people. Although these students could have kept their
comfortable seats of privilege, they chose instead to identify as allies.
The students were also able to share this understanding with their school
community through the newspaper article, the display that they put up in the hall,
the discussions that the high school students facilitated with the middle school,
and the Days of Solidarity. They also worked specifically with the faculty through
their presentation and discussion about the need for safe spaces for students of
all sexual orientations when they went to the faculty meeting to present Safe
Space Stickers.
As I reflected on my students’ “action project,” I realized that my definition
of action had shifted. Initially I was thinking of action as something tangible,
visible, and audible. In my mind it was finite. As I worked with my students on
their project, I began to see action everywhere. I no longer thought of action as
the final step in critical literacy - but as an integral part of the process. Although
action may be something that is planned, it was also unplanned sometimes.
Not only did students engage in social action, but also in social activism.
Social activism implies a longer commitment to ending social inequality, rather
than taking stand alone actions which may disrupt injustice once. Nine of the
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twelve Contemporary Issues students became involved in the Gay Straight
Alliance at the school, which sustained the social activism which the students
began in class. I also became the advisor for the GSA and remained the advisor
even when I was no longer teaching at the school.

Finding 4: Complicating notions of privilege and oppression provided
opportunities for students with various social identities to work across domains of
power
Our identities are like quilts woven together with patches of privilege and
squares of oppression. While everyone’s quilt is unique based on their lived
experiences, histories, identities, and locations, they are all complexly patterned
affording us sites of relative privilege, sites where we are denied that privilege
and sites where we are oppressed. Through a critical multicultural pedagogy
emphasizing critical literacy, as students and teacher we learned to read our own
identities critically and recognize how the patchwork which makes us who we are
is situated in larger socio-political and historical fabrics.
For me, the language of privilege and oppression proved to be
problematic in terms of the identities of students who use critical literacy because
it does not recognize the complexity of the patterns which cover each of us.
Developing critical literacy around sites of situated privilege is different than
saying that you are doing critical literacy with privileged students. For example,
in my class I had African American students, a Muslim Pakistani immigrant, and
a student with learning disabilities. It did not make much sense to label them as
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privileged students. However, each of these students also had sites of situated
privilege; issues which they could address from a position of relatively more
social power. In my Contemporary Issues class, one of these issues for these
students was sexual orientation.
Carlos, for example, used the term “targets” to refer to LGBT people. As
an observant Muslim from Pakistan, he too has been a target, but in the realm of
sexual orientation, he has privilege and sees it as his duty to interrupt this
oppression. Nora and Brenda wrote an article for the school newspaper where
they skillfully explained to their school community some of the ways heterosexual
privilege functions. They pointed out the ways that “innocuous” comments as the
principal described them, affect those who do not have privilege in terms of
sexual orientation.
The students learned that having privilege around an issue and collusion
were different things. As someone who had heterosexual privilege they could
collude in the maintenance of heterosexism or they could choose to resist it.
Lauren’s reflection on her participation in the planning and implementation
of Solidarity Day led to her transferring critical literacy skills from a site of
privilege to one of oppression. She wrote about the way students at school treat
students who have learning disabilities and she said that she is going to interrupt
that. She writes, “I am finally going to take some action and ask them what the
big problem is.” Not only is she going to confront ableist behavior in her peers,
but she also wants to advocate for herself and other students with learning
disabilities. As she has learned in relation to sexual orientation, part of being an
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effective activist is really understanding what it is you are talking about. She
wants to “really teach the students in there why they are in that class because I
also think many don’t understand what a learning disability is. I really didn’t
understand until I was a senior.”
Antonio also transferred his critical literacy skills to a site where he was
not privileged. For one of his independent projects he chose to research multiple
perspectives on Affirmative Action. He then presented information to the class
and facilitated a discussion about Affirmative Action. In his research and
presentation he addressed the social and historical roots of Affirmative Action
and social inequality for African Americans and other underrepresented groups.
He was able to reflect on his own experiences as an African American male in
the United States as well and situate himself within the research. He also
challenged his peers to consider the context and social realities in which these
policies were implemented. Katie in particular was moved by his presentation
and found herself thinking about Affirmative Action often. For Katie, the racial
focus of Affirmative Action which Antonio emphasized was another site of
privilege and collusion.

Finding 5: Heterosexism at Jones was institutionalized and normalized through
silence, invisibility, heteronormativity, and dominant Discourses.
Through our research and work, the students and I learned about some of
the ways which heterosexism was maintained at Jones. I found that through

184

silence, invisibility, heteronormativity, and dominant Discourses, heterosexism
was institutionalized and made to appear normal at Jones.
Heterosexism and heteronormativity can be hard to recognize, especially
if you are heterosexual. In this research I found that looking for silences,
invisibility, and assumptions was especially illuminating.
Silence was pervasive. In Tina’s survey 56% of high school students said
that teachers and administrators present when a homophobic remark is made
never step in, only 5% say they consistently see adults intervening. The head
teacher who was in charge of discipline said she was not going to be the
“homophobic remark police” and said that she had no discipline reports of
homophobic remarks this year.
All of the students expressed that they hear homophobic remarks in
school every day. The remarks such as “that’s so gay,” “don’t be gay” and “fag”
were part of the dominant Discourse at Jones. As the Special Education teacher
and several of the students claimed, the students don’t mean anything by the
remarks. It had become a natural or normal part of the dominant Discourse at
the school. Such Discourse contributes to heteronormativity - it is right or natural
to be straight. It is “stupid,” dumb, wrong, unnatural to be gay.

In fact, when the

middle school students were polled about their opinions in terms of sexual
orientation, 40% reported that they disagreed or strongly disagreed that being
LGBT was healthy and normal and 60% believed their friends would disagree or
strongly disagree that it was healthy and normal, while 40% said that they did
think it was healthy and normal. On the other hand 57% of students reported
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that they would be accepting of a close friend or family member who is LGBT and
an impressive 74% said that agreed that LGBT people should have the same
rights as straight people. So even though many would afford equal rights to
people who are LGBT and be accepting of friends or family members, fewer than
half (40%) believed that it was natural not to be straight.
If tolerance or acceptance regarding sexual orientation was ever
mentioned, it was always the last item on the list, following race, class, and
gender. In fact, the first year of the Day of Solidarity, the students also wanted to
survey the Middle School about their attitudes towards sexual orientation, but the
principal returned the survey and said that it needed to include race, gender, and
other social identities too. As Jack commented about the revised survey, “it
looked more like a tax return than a survey” so the students opted not to use it.
In Nora and Brenda’s article on Safe Space Stickers, they respond to the
question that was “asked frequently...why these stickers specifically apply to the
GLBT community.” Burying sexual orientation a list of other social identities was
a way to hide it and make it more palpable and less threatening to the
heteronormative ideology.
Just as there were no completely open gay, lesbian, bisexual or
transgender people at the school, the support for people of all sexual orientations
was closeted as well. Several of the students talked about how the school had
never done something like this before and there had never been a Gay Straight
Alliance. The invisibility was pervasive as well. It reached all subject areas, the

186

formal curriculum, the state standards, the assemblies, the locker rooms and
beyond.
Interrupting heterosexism at Jones was threatening to some people.
Heterosexism was made to appear as normal, as “just the way things are” which
makes interrupting it seem either as disruptive or making a big deal out of
nothing. Responses from school administrators, teachers, parents, and students
to having a Day of Solidarity were at times explosive. As Jane pointed out, they
were “desperate” to keep things the way they were. Some may have felt that
they were losing control over their “normal” way things were. Initially, many
faculty members opposed it and several worked to limit the visibility. The Head
Teacher removed the students’ signs from the walls about the Day. The principal
denied the students the right to make future announcements about it. The faculty
“had concerns” that asking students to dress in jeans and a white t-shirt would be
like asking them to wear a “uniform.” They asked the students to “rethink” this
aspect of the Day. The faculty also had concerns about straight students who
chose not to participate in the Day of Solidarity. They were afraid these students
might be teased. The ideology of heteronormativity and heterosexism was so
strong that as Carlos and Orleana pointed out there was no consideration for
LGBT students, only straight students who might choose not to display support
for LGBT people. When faculty consented to allow the day to move forward, they
limited the participation to the high school.
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Finding 6: In order to begin to interrupt the heterosexism at Jones, we broke
some of the silence surrounding heterosexism, we problematized homophobic
Discourses, we made visible the invisible support for people of all sexual
orientations, and we challenged the assumption that everyone at Jones was
heterosexual and homophobic.
The insights which we gained through critical literacy regarding the
institutionalization of heterosexism allowed us to interrupt it by breaking some of
the silence surrounding heterosexism, making visible the invisible support for
people of all sexual orientations, challenging the assumption that everyone at
Jones was heterosexual and homophobic, and problematizing homophobic
Discourses.
Critical literacy, informed by critical discourse analysis (Gee, 2001),
proved to be an effective tool for revealing the ways certain Discourses privilege
some experiences while silencing others. The students “read” the silences and
invisibility of LGBT people in their curriculum and school community. As Carlos
explained, “our community is not safe for people of all sexual orientation[s].” They
critiqued the silences on the part of the principal, head teacher, and other faculty
in terms of interrupting homophobic remarks and supporting the work that they
were doing to challenge homophobia. They initiated conversations with the
principal, faculty, high school students, and middle school students about
homophobia and heterosexism at Jones and in society at large. They wrote
about heterosexism and the need for Safe Spaces in the school newspaper.
They formed a Gay Straight Alliance and made announcements about the
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meetings over the PA system in the morning.

Unlike most of their teachers and

administrators, they talked about it.
In talking about heterosexism, we problematized some homophobic
Discourses. Most noticeably, they unpacked the use of “that’s so gay,” that’s
gay” and “don’t be gay.” We questioned whether it really “meant nothing” to use
“gay” interchangeably with “stupid,” “dumb,” or “undesirable.” This conversation
spilled out into the school as the Contemporary Issues students talked to their
peers about it and the problematized it in their Middle School discussion circles
on Solidarity Day. Students also problematized the homophobic Discourse of
“tolerance” as well as “which girl are you bringing to the prom?”
In challenging this homophobic Discourse, students also helped some of
their community begin to realize that everyone at Jones is not heterosexual. And,
as the principal reflected, it is not really so “innocuous” to make that assumption.
At the faculty meeting where the students explained the rational for Safe Space
Stickers and provided the faculty with some information, the head teacher asked
if there really were kids who felt “unsafe” here at Jones. She provided us with
the window to say “yes,” and there are kids who are gay who go to school here.
Part of the purpose of the Day of Solidarity was also to show students and
the community at large that students at Jones do want to support people of all
sexual orientations. They wanted to make their support “visible.” Wearing jeans
and a white T Shirt, a sticker, or putting a signed triangle on the wall to make a
giant triangle of “solidarity and awareness” were all very public ways to make
support visible and challenge the assumption that all of the students at Jones
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were homophobic. The surveys that the GSA used with the Middle School
students were another effective strategy to counter the notion that everyone is
homophobic. In fact, 47% of Middle School students strongly agreed that LGBT
people should have the same rights as straight people and 27% agreed, 11%
were unsure and 15% disagreed. In contrast to the 74% of Middle School
students who believed in equal rights, only 34% thought that there peers would
agree or strongly agree that LGBT people should have the same rights as
heterosexual people. In talking about the survey results with the Middle School
students, the GSA was able to debunk some of the myths that most Jones
students are not supportive.
As students, teachers and researchers committed to critical multicultural
pedagogies and methodologies, we are reminded by the findings of this study to
look for what is invisible or unspoken. My students’ ability to recognize these
omissions and ultimately challenge them added a critical dimension to their
literacy skills. It also enabled them to begin to effect change in their school.

Finding 7; The school both supported and constrained the students’ ability to use
their critical literacy and take action to interrupt heterosexism beyond the
classroom walls, but the students also found ways to negotiate and subvert many
of the constraints.
We created a norm of critical literacy within the class room, where it was
expected that students would challenge assumptions and address inequality. As
we brought our critical literacy outside our classroom walls, however, we were
met with resistance from other teachers, administrators, and students. Mollie
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Blackburn (2004) researched LGBT youth and called our attention to the lack of
research documenting “ways schools prohibit youth from asserting agency in
schools, and the ways students work around such prohibition” (p. 3). My research
demonstrates some of the ways a school both supported and attempted to
suppress the actions and words of allied students, as well the strategies and
persistence these students used in order to work for social justice.
The school supported the students’ ability to develop critical literacy by
supporting the creation of the Contemporary Issues class. The structure of the
schedule, whereby students have the same classes for an entire year was also
conducive to developing critical literacy. The principal and superintendent were
also supportive of my research and teaching critical literacy. The principal in
particular tried to support the students in their quest to interrupt heterosexism.
He saw it as necessary and welcomed the students as “educators” of their
community. When they initially wrote their letter to him proposing the day, he
immediately approved it. He consistently and respectfully dialogued with the
students and me about how we could “educate” the school and have our Day of
Solidarity. He came to our class when we invited him and he welcomed the
students into his office to discuss the matter. When there was resistance, he
delayed the day and encouraged the students to “rethink” it so that it would be
possible to carry it out in the school. The day after the Day of Solidarity and at
the end of the year, at the awards assembly, he publicly thanked the students
and me for our work. He supported the creation of the GSA as an official school
club. He welcomed the GSA students to faculty meeting to talk about
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homophobia and Safe Spaces. The principal put a Safe Space Sticker on his
wooden door, which held nothing else but his name plaque. Four fifths of the
faculty and staff also displayed them on their doors. He allowed the GSA to send
a letter home to every parent in the school announcing the second Day of
Solidarity. He changed his rules and allowed the Middle School to be full
participants the second year. He offered the GSA more time this year to meet
with the Middle School for discussions and scheduled these meetings ahead of
the Day of Solidarity so they could be better prepared to participate. He honored
the students’ requests both years to have all of the faculty and administrators
leave during these conversations, with the exception of me. He thought critically
about his own comfort, language, and beliefs and modeled this for the faculty at a
faculty meeting. Overall, I found him to be an ally in our quest to interrupt
heterosexism at Jones. The school nurse was another ally who provided a safe
space for students in her office and supported the GSA with funding, ideas, and
supplies - including the Safe Space Stickers.
In other ways the school constrained our ability to use our critical literacy
to challenge heterosexism at Jones. The removal of signs about the Day of
Solidarity and the Safe Space Stickers and the denial of announcements and
reminders about the Day were ways the visibility about the day was reduced. As
a result, as Steve put it, it felt “secretive,” and “not everyone remembered to
dress up.” Many of the faculty did not support the day and as a result it was
postponed and the students were asked to “rethink” their proposal. During the
first year, the Middle School students were also not allowed to officially
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participate in the Day of Solidarity. The language that the students wanted to
use to describe their day was also constrained and they were asked to use the
word “tolerance,” which had a weaker connotation than “support.” Many of the
faculty and administration did not intervene when homophobic comments were
made in their presence. Such silence implies that the behavior is condoned. It
was difficult for students to challenge heterosexist behavior, when those in
greater positions of power did not. The silences in the curriculum and the
understanding that “it was too scandalous a topic” as Orleana wrote also sent a
message this wasn’t really something that “good” students should be talking
about. The students also received discouragement from the head teacher and
several of the other teachers. Also disturbing was Ms. O’Brian’s response to the
student who came out to her. Her inability to respond appropriately intimidated
rather than supported the students in their efforts to challenge heterosexism. The
lack of support from the head teacher, in charge of discipline at the school, was
also a constraining factor.
Finally, the students were able to negotiate and challenge the constraints
in some ways. Once the resistance was raised to the Day of Solidarity, the
Contemporary Issues students negotiated with the principal and faculty and
ultimately were able to carry out an amended Day of Solidarity, without Middle
School officially participating. They successfully challenged the notion that
wearing jeans and a white-t-shirt would be inappropriate and like a “uniform and
that the risk to those who chose not to participate would be too great. They also
were able to include the Middle School in a “different way” through Discussion
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Circles. The seniors were central in the negotiation process as it was on their
bus ride to and from Montreal that they gained the Principal’s support for the April
date and description of the Day of Solidarity. In terms of constraints on
language, the students added the word to “tolerance” to their second
announcement “to show support and encourage tolerance and non-discrimination
of everyone,” but kept support in there too. As Katie said, by the end of the first
year the students felt empowered to seek out the principal and actively negotiate
with him. The following year they continued to push for greater involvement and
visibility. They published newspaper articles, sent letters home to all students
about the Day of Solidarity, had full participation of the Middle School in the Day
of Solidarity, and introduced Safe Space Stickers to the faculty. Through
persistence, an openness to negotiate, and a commitment to their cause, the
students were able to navigate the constraints which the school placed on them.

Implications
Implications for teachers and schools working with students with situated
privilege
If we really want to change the culture of schools and society, we should
engage all students in critical literacy. It is not enough to teach them to read and
write the same stratified and unjust world in which we currently live. We must
provide them with the tools they need to unpack dominant ideologies and
Discourses in order to decide what they really believe and how they can be allies
for social justice.
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Using a critical multicultural pedagogy to teach critical literacy means
teachers must affirm the identities of all students. Students with relatively more
social power must also learn about oppression and privilege so that they can be
part of dismantling the systems that perpetuate inequality. Without a vested
interest in social justice, which comes with developing critical literacy, students
who have relatively more social power may play powerful roles in continuing the
cycle of inequality rather than interrupting it.
Specifically, students with situated privilege must learn not only the
dynamics of oppression, but also how they, as dominant members in a given
social group, are implicated in the systematic oppression. Problematizing
privilege is part of understanding oppression, as is realizing that all people are
harmed by an oppressive system. Such an understanding can be paralyzing or
depressing for students if they do not see ways of interrupting it.
It is important for students to decide for themselves that this is an issue
around which they want to take action. Hearing stories from those who are
oppressed can be especially transformational for students choosing to be allies,
this was the case for many of the Contemporary Issues Students upon hearing
the panel of LGBT students share their stories. Having models of other allies
and strategies to interrupt oppression can also help inspire students to take
action. Mentors, other allies, a safe space, and a lot of time also support the
movement from understanding oppression to interrupting it. Small successes
can breed future action, if they are recognized and built upon. Sustaining those
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with situated privilege is important to the long-term eradication of oppression.
Students need teachers who believe in their ability to make change in the world.
Through a critical multicultural pedagogy and engaging in critical literacy
strategies, teachers can create spaces in their classrooms and beyond for
students to imagine, carry out, and reflect on an action projects designed to
challenge privilege and oppression in their worlds. This work takes time and
space. Such space needs to be carved out of lesson plans, which are
increasingly dictated by mandated curriculum.
As teachers committed to using critical multicultural pedagogy and
working for social change, we must be aware of the possibility of backlash
against allies as well as those who are targets of the oppression. Adolescent
boys especially risk being harassed if they choose to address heterosexism in
their schools. We must work to ensure that we create a safe space for all
students to share their experiences.

Implications for Practitioner Research and Teacher Education
Teachers should engage in practitioner and ethnographic research to
document their critical literacy work and their perspectives on social activism in
schools. Most ethnographic research about students developing critical literacy
and doing social activism work is written from a University perspective. In this
study, as a critical ethnographic practitioner researcher doing a critical literacy
action project with my students, I wanted to begin to fill this void and add a
practitioner voice to scholarly studies about critical literacy practices. Teachers
have a unique space to document the daily events and shifts which culminate in
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social action, which outside researchers who visit a couple of times a week do
not have.
Critical ethnographic methods can situate practitioner research within the
larger socio-political and historical frames of schools and society. As such,
practitioner research can offer not only insights into particular pedagogical
practices, but also inform larger theories about teaching and learning and the
reproduction and interruption of social inequalities in schools.

More practitioners

should research and document their experiences so that we may all learn from
them.
Teacher education programs should prepare teachers to be critical
researchers of their classrooms and schools. They should not only provide
classes in critical research methodologies, but also spaces for teachers to
engage in praxis. This takes time, but teachers should learn from the beginning
of their careers to be reflective practitioners educational theorizers.
Critical literacy projects (Anderson & Irvine, 1993) approached through a
critical multicultural pedagogy can be effective approaches to research social
conditions and develop critical literacy for students who also have situated
privilege as well as those whom Anderson and Irvine (1993) worked with who did
not. Teachers could also be supported in developing and documenting their own
Critical Literacy Projects.
Recommendations for Further Research
One of the limitations of this research was that it took place only over a
two year period. Long term studies could be conducted in order to better
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understand how such critical literacy action projects and positioning as allies are
internalized and acted upon when students leave the primary setting of their
activist work. Often teachers and researchers do not know what students do with
the skills and identities which they take up in schools. Longitudinal research
could explore the long term impact such work has as well as its potential to
support social change on a larger scale.
Research could also be conducted to explore the relationship between the
development of critical literacy and increased self-esteem. Based on Jane’s
development of voice to call out the names of the students for the Middle school
discussion groups, Katie’s realization that she can “take action,” Nora’s comment
that “I can stand up to injustice,” and Lauren’s transference of the skills and
confidence she developed during the unit on heterosexism to the context of
learning disabilities and Antonio’s to race, it would be interesting to systematically
look at student self-esteem in relation to critical literacy.
Future research could also explore the development of critical literacy
around issues where students have other situated privileges (ie white students
focusing on racism or English speaking students looking at linguicism). Such
research could explore the similarities and differences of tackling various -isms
with students. Where do they choose to take action? Why? How?
More research is needed, however, to better inform those of us committed
to using critical multicultural pedagogies to support students from oppressed
groups and those who would become their allies. Further research can help us
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understand how we can work toward creating a safe space for all students to
share their experiences as they work towards social justice.
Although it was not the central purpose of this study, this research did
provide some insights into the ways which heterosexism functions in a public
school. More research needs to be done from within schools to document the
ways heterosexism and heteronormativity are circulated and interrupted. Ideally
this research should include LGBT students and teachers, allies as well as others
who identify as straight in order to provide a more nuanced understanding of the
Discourses and school structures which function to perpetuate and hopefully end
heterosexism.
In terms of practitioner research, research might be conducted with pre¬
service and in-service teachers to document the effects of doing practitioner
research with them as a means of teacher education and professional
development. More practitioners should research and document their
experiences so that we may all learn from them. Teacher education programs
then need to prepare teachers to be critical researchers of their classrooms and
schools. They should provide classes in critical research methodologies, but
also spaces for teachers to engage in praxis. Future research could explore the
ways practitioner research support teachers to be reflective practitioners and
educational theorizers and whether it also helps them to become effective social
activists. More research documenting social activism in schools from
practitioners’ perspectives would also help to fill the void in the current literature.
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Graduation Day
I am holding my daughter Phoebe, she is 6 weeks old and sleeping despite
the noise and excitement as the seniors, my big kids, come marching in. I look
up at the stage and see Nora, Orleana, Katie, and Brenda, along with the thirty
one other seniors. They are dressed in their caps and gowns, smiling out at the
audience of family, friends, and teachers who fill the hot Gym on this June night.
Phoebe rouses for a minute and I think she might cry, but she readjusts and
settles back down to sleep as I refocus my attention on the principal who is
talking about the schools where these seniors have been admitted.
Orleana comes up to the podium next, adjusts it, and begins to introduce the
graduation speaker. I gently hand Phoebe to a colleague who takes her out as
the audience applauds and I make my way to the stage. But Orleana stays and
takes out a copy of the yearbook and says:
Not only have we selected Mrs. Young to be our graduation
speaker, but we also chose to dedicate our yearbook to her.
Although Mrs. Young took a leave during our sophomore year and
is now no longer a faculty member at Jones, she has had a huge
impact on the class of 2006. Even students who didn’t have her as
a teacher felt her influence as a person. While teaching a variety of
classes, she incorporated her personal experiences as a traveler, a
student, a mother, and a mentor into her curriculum. She
encouraged us through her open-mindedness, and she instilled in
us the philosophy that any idea that is important to us is worth
fighting for. If we could pick a quote from our theme song
“Tomorrow never knows” that reflects the values that Mrs. Young
passed on to us, it would be “Listen to the color of your dreams”
because she understood the potential of our class and encouraged
us to achieve. Thank you Mrs. Young, for believing in us.

I am so proud of my students. I feel tears come to my eyes as I begin to give my
speech. I talk about the qualities these students have and what we all could
learn from them. I also, of course, weave in privilege, inequality and the
responsibility to break silence and interrupt injustice. I am speaking to the
seniors, but I am also sharing their message with the hundreds of people who
have come to celebrate their graduation tonight.
As I sit back down, I think about how they are really dedicating their yearbook
to themselves too. I believed in them, supported them, and encouraged them to
fight for what they believed was right - but they did it - all they needed was for
someone to believe in them and their ability to make change in their world.
- Fieldnotes June 2006
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APPENDIX A
CRITICAL LITERACY PROJECT
Table 2: Critical Literacy Project
Critical literacy project (Anderson and
Irvine 1993, pages 92-98)
Ethnographer-practitioner decides
with participants which school
problem should be the basis of the
critical literacy project. The theme
must be an issue that all of the
participants feel vested in.
Students and teachers take on the
role of ethnographers as they
investigate and describe the
manifestations of the theme and
norms within which it operates.
Students may document their own
experience as well as that of others.

Participants “connect their own
experiences to the larger,
oppressive social patterns” within
which they operate (92).
Additional resources (texts,
artifacts, stories, songs, “official”
and “local” sources) should be used
to gather information, but all
sources should be interrogated
regarding ideology, as no source is
neutral
What is the historical context? Who
benefits?

Examine how “cultural, political, and
linguistic practices of both the

Contemporary Issues unit on
homophobia and heterosexism
Students unanimously choose
homophobia as an issue for
investigation. Students all agreed
they wanted to take action to interrupt
the homophobia in their school. GSA
agrees they want to focus on the
faculty.
Contemporary Issues students
describe their own beliefs and
experiences with homophobia.
Students and teacher document
visible and invisible homophobia and
heterosexism in the school. Students
survey the school on attitudes
towards same sex marriage.
Students and teacher document the
entire solidarity day project through
individual detailed journal entries.
Through dialogue and journal entries
throughout the unit, students and
teachers connected what was going
on at Jones to the way heterosexism
functions within our country.
Teacher and students gather
additional resources including
children’s literature, documentary on
homophobia, state government
policies, crimes against LGBT
people, and personal testimonies of
LGBT people.
We asked “How does this silencing
work?,” “How does it manifest
itself?,” “Who benefits from such
silencing?” “How can we change it?”
and explored the social and historical
context of heterosexism.
Students reflected on the
homophobia in their homes, schools

201

dominant institutions and the local
community can be reenvisioned
(sic) to create a more equitable and
humane society.” (94)

The goal of critical literacy projects
is action to challenge social
inequalities, as opposed to just
individual circumstances.

and communities. Students critically
examined and re-envisioned the
language used in their school
community such as “that’s so gay,”
“tolerance,” and the need to burry
sexual orientation with race, class,
and gender to make it more
palatable. Students consistently
challenged the faculty and
administration to involve the Middle
school students and hold allow
students to dress in jeans and a
white t-shirt.
The students started a Gay-Straight
Alliance which was joined by 10% of
the school. Contemporary Issues
students provided educational
materials about homophobia to the
school community. The first Day of
Solidarity was the first school wide
event aimed at challenging
homophobia. The Contemporary
Issues students held discussion
circles with the middle school
students. The GSA students went to
faculty meeting and educated them
about safe schools for all students.
Teachers and the principal displayed
“Safe Space” stickers on their doors.
There was a second Day of Solidarity
, which involved all of the students in
the school in the same way.

202

APPENDIX B
CONTEMPORARY ISSUES FINAL EVALUATION

Contemporary Issues
Mrs. Young
Your final evaluation in Contemporary Issues is an in depth reflection on your own learning this
year. Contemporary Issues is based on a critical literacy model of education. How have you
developed critical literacy? Please rank your development of critical literacy on a scale of 1-5 (5
being the highest). Your grade will not be based on what you say you have learned, but on the
quality, insight, and thoroughness of your reflection. I expect a 4 page MINIMUM typed reflection,
which should be handed in Friday May 20 (let me know if you need the week-end). Please rate
your skills and then answer the questions on the back page.

Development of critical literacy in terms of
I. ability to reflect on your personal experiences regarding contemporary issues
2... ability to look at issues from multiple perspectives
3. ability to locate multiple viewpoints on contemporary issues
4. ability to listen to viewpoints you disagree with
5. ability to respond to viewpoints you disagree with
6. ability to ask questions in order to better understand the issues
7. ability to articulate your own viewpoint on controversial issues
8. ability to facilitate a discussion based on a controversial issue
9. ability to teach our peers about issues from multiple viewpoints
10. ability to read articles from opposing viewpoints and mass media
II. ability to respond to articles from opposing viewpoints and mass media
12. ability to understand the social and political context of issues
13. ability to question and think critically about the language we use
14. ability to understand how language can be used to maintain oppression
15. ability to challenge norms when you see an injustice
16. ability to recognize who benefits from the status quo (the way things are)
17. ability to challenge the power structure (schools/adults)when you see an
injustice
18. ability to imagine action to address injustices
19. ability to articulate possible actions to address injustices
20. ability to take action to address injustices
21. willingness to take action to address some injustices

Written Reflection
•

•
•
•

Homophobia/Gay rights was the only topic that we covered this year, which had unanimous
support. Why did you want to talk about this topic? Were you satisfied with the discussions
we had? What did you learn from your action project? (about homophobia, school politics,
yourself, your peers, your teacher...) What worked well in this unit? What did not work well in
this unit?
How did you use critical literacy in our unit on homophobia?
How have you used critical literacy in other topics we explored this year?
What counts as action? What does action look like? What do you think about the “actions”
you took in Contemporary Issues class? What actions did you take outside of classes that
were in some way connected to what we did or discussed in class?
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APPENDIX C
TINA’S SURVEY

Tina
Sociology - B
5/22/05
Sociology Research Project
Problem/Question:
What are the attitudes towards homophobia at Jones?
Methods/Strengths/Weaknesses
For my research I chose to use the survey method. I made up a survey
that consisted of 11 questions, 9 closed-ended response and 2 open-ended. I
administered my survey to all of the high school, 9 "-12"' grades.
My questions consisted of:
1. how often do you hear homophobic remarks per day?
a) never b) sometimes c) a lot d) constantly
2. when you hear them do adults in school step in?
a) yes b) no c) sometimes
3. do students step in?
a) yes b) no c) sometimes
4. have you ever heard an adult in school use homophobic remarks?
a) yes b) no
5. do you think Jones is a safe place to be openly gay?
a) yes b) no c) don't know
6. do you know anyone who is gay/lesbian[bisexual/transgender?
a) yes b) no c) don't know
7. do you believe that the glbt people should receive all the same rights as
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heterosexual people? a) yes b) maybe some c) none
8. what are your feelings about homosexuality?
a) I am open to Accept everyone
b) I am fine, I just don't want to see it
c) I am against it
9. what do you think people mean when they say
"that's so gay?" a) stupid b) homosexual c)
happy d) other
I found that the closed-ended questions gave me the best results
because people had choices and didn't have to put effort into thinking up their
own response. I also was able to calculate my results better. This was because
people had to pick one of my choices so they were all the same answers, which
made it easy to count.
I thought that some weaknesses were that it was too long. I think that
people would have cared more and not rushed if I had fewer questions. I found
that once I got to the back side a lot of people didn't answer them. This could
have been because they did not realize that there was a back or because they
just didn't have time to answer all of the questions. I also think that if I had only
done the closed-ended questions people would have done a better job. I think
this because people didn't like taking the surveys to begin with and making them
write probably did allow them to write their true feelings or opinions on the
subject. I didn't even really know how to interpret the answers to the open-ended
questions because they were all so different.
Overall I think that my survey went well and it gave me a good
representation of the attitudes in Jones regarding homophobia. Even though it
was a bit long and I didn't receive all of the answers from everybody, I still was
able to calculate some results and draw some conclusions based on my findings.
If I were to change anything it would be to make it a bit shorter with all closedended questions.
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Results
Grade 9
1. 3% never 59% sometimes 32% a lot 6% constantly
2.

3.
4.

12% yes 44% no 44% sometimes
15% yes 41 % no 44% sometimes
9% yes 91% no

5. 15% yes 32% no 53% don't know
6. 76% yes 6% no 18% don't know
7. 82% yes 18% maybe
8. 41 % accept everyone 47% don't want to see it 12% against it
9.

97% stupid 3% homosexual

Grade 10
1.

9% never 69% sometimes 19% a lot 3% constantly

2.

3.
4.

6% yes 56% no 38% sometimes
6% yes 63% no 31% sometimes
19% yes 81% no

5.
6.
7.
8.
9.

22% yes 19% no 59% don't know
81 % yes 3% no 16% don't know
91 % yes 6% maybe 3% no
81 % accept everyone 16% don't want to see it 3% against it
84% stupid 6% homosexual 6% happy 3% cool

Grade 11
1. 4% never 54% sometimes 43% a lot
2. 54% no 46% sometimes
3. 47% yes 32% no 61% sometimes
4.

11 % yes 89% no

5. 32% yes 36% no 32% don't know
6. 89% yes 7% no 4% don't know
7. 93% yes 7% maybe
8. 89% accept everyone 4% don't want to see it 7% against it
9. 92% stupid 4% homosexual 4% happy
Grade 12
1. 72% sometimes 25% a lot 3% constantly
2.

3% yes 69% no 28% sometimes
3. 3% yes 30% no 67% sometimes
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4.

28% yes 72% no

5. 34% yes 31% no 34% don't know
6. 84% yes 3% no 13% don't know
7. 88% yes 9% maybe 3% none
83% accept everyone 10% don't want to see it 6% against it
9. 97% stupid 3% homosexual
8.

Conclusion/Analysis
Based on my results and what of them I could compare, I found that Jones
is a much more accepting place than many people believe. Our school
community definitely doesn't have the best reputation regarding their feelings on
homophobia and these results showed different. I found that people hear a lot of
homophobic remarks but most of the
time people say gay when they mean stupid.
It all doesn't make a lot of sense because the majority of students think that
it is not a safe place or don't know if Jones is a safe place for someone to be
openly gay. I think that the conflict of those results verses the results regarding
how many people support everyone no matter what their sexual orientation just
show how people don't really know how the students around them feel. They, just
like myself, didn't know that there were a lot more people like me who accept
everyone and wouldn't care less or think less of anybody if they were openly gay
in our school community. Overall I do think that this survey changed a lot of
perspectives on the feelings in Jones.

207

APPENDIX D
DATA SAMPLE

Table 3: Sample of Coded Data Organized by Code
Extracted Examples from Data

Codes

Discourse
decoders:
• language
around
tolerance
vs
acceptance
and
support

language around tolerance vs acceptance and support:
• S6 “We had first decided that our wrap up for the homophob
unit would be a day held in the school. People would show
their support and acceptance of the GLBT (Gay, Lesbian,
Bisexual, Transgender) community.”
•

S9 “We originally tried to pass the day for March 10 for who
ever wanted at [school] to wear jeans and a white t shirt to
show support for GLBT’s. [Principal] and the majority of the
faculty did not agree with the purpose of the day, and it was
postponed to a further day.”

•

Original announcement which was read one week before the
proposed day:
“Jones is hosting a day of Solidarity and awareness about
homosexuality and homophobia. All students are
encouraged to wear jeans and white T-Shirt on Thursday,
March 10 to show support for the gay lesbian bisexual an
transgender people in our community. Thank you.”

•

2nd announcement: The students wrote a revised
announcement which read as follows:
“The Contemporary Issues Class would like to invite you to
participate in a day of solidarity on March 10th. This day is tc
show support and encourage tolerance and non¬
discrimination of everyone regardless of sexual
orientation. If you would like to participate please wear jear
and a white t shirt. We respect the views of others and their
right to participate or not without judgment and we ask that
everyone else does the same. “

•

S8 notes from class discussion “make it clear that it’s not
about acceptance, but about tolerance - not hurting people
or being discriminatory.”

•

Wording for final announcement - April 5, 2005
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•

Class Discussion
Steve: And tolerance of all people regardless of sexual
orientation
Nora: and support
Katie: Support and acceptance
Steve: Acceptance and tolerance are the same thing
Antonio: acceptance is better than tolerance
Orleana: yah, but we are not allowed to say just acceptance

Lauren: You’d rather have me accept you than tolerate you,
wouldn’t you?
Nora: You tolerate something that is annoying or something
you don’t like
Jane: like you put up with it
Steve: Yah, you are right, acceptance is better
Nora: but [principal] said we have to use tolerance too
Orleana: They don’t want it to sound too positive.

•

S10: “We then had to reword and resubmit our
announcement, choosing words carefully so as not to offend
anyone or cause confusion.”

•

SI “we wrote and announcement and a new proposal for
[principal], which we had to tweak three times to make it
perfect. We had to include the words non-discrimination and
tolerance. We had originally decided on the word “support”
because it sounded more positive than merely “tolerance” but
we were willing to include these words to get our day
passed.”

•

****transcripts from class discussion on language Middle
School Discussions
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Metaphors of
Fighting/
struggle/pushin
9
battle/opposition

•

Orleana: Those who support gay marriage need to band
together and speak up, for it is only when people take action
that changes are made. Now that the door to gay marriage
has been opened a crack, we need to put our foot in the
doorway and fight to pull it open completely. Don’t allow the
door to be slammed after the glimpse inside has been made.
It will indeed be a struggle to open that door, but until it has
been opened, homosexuals will face the inhumane
discrimination of the dominant group.

•

S7: “We should fight to include them [middle school], like we
fought for our day.”

•

S7: The purpose behind the whole day was to come together
as a group. That’s the reason we named it Solidarity Day.
We had to make it clear for people that everybody involved in
this day or the GSA isn’t a gay, lesbian, bisexual, or
transgender. We had to make it clear that you can be an ally
and support it. In fact, all the people involved are straight
because none is really openly gay in our community. That
tells us that our community is not safe for people of all sexual
orientation. We have to create tolerance and fighting for it is
always worth it.”

•

S2 “while the opposition to our cause was sometimes strong,
in the end I think that that helped it more than anything.
Those in opposition were forced to think about why they were
in opposition, and those on the fence had to think about what
they felt on the topic. “I felt the students understood what we
were trying to say more than the faculty did. I was definitely
disappointed that more faculty didn’t dress up, all things
considered - I think that they took it to mean that they were in
support of all things related to homosexuality, which wasn’t
the idea at all. The idea was to unite against discrimination
and the violent effects of homophobia. I think (and I could be
completely off base) that some of them were unable to see
beyond political and religious issues."

•

S10 “Another, fairly general thought I would lend to any future
groups would be, don’t be intimidated by faculty opposition.
Hearing comments made in class, it seemed like the feeling
was that the faculty body was all powerful, all knowing and
whatever they said was absolute fact. However, this is simply
not true. There were many points where we and the faculty
were at odds concerning our day and on some points we ever
won them over.”
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•

S7” Once we put up our announcement, the controversy
started. There was this big wave of opposition to this whole
day”

•

S10 “I will admit, originally, I had doubts that our day was ever
even going to take place. I thought the faculty and parent
opposition would be too great and we would have to end up
waiting until next year for our day

•

S4“But the more people pushed against us, the more it made
me want to push back.”

•

S4 final evaluation: “I think we should have pushed harder for
the Middle School to be included in our day.”

•

Field notes: students dubbed me the “army of one”
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APPENDIX E
CO-COMPOSED WORDINGS OF SOLIDARITY DAY
Initial letter
Dear Principal,
Our Contemporary Issues class would like to propose a jeans and
white t-shirt day on Thursday March 10, 2005 to raise awareness for
solidarity in our school community with all people who are gay, lesbian,
bisexual, or transgendered. The idea was suggested by a member of the
[panel from the local University] and has worked well at other schools in
the area. People wishing to support the GLBT solidarity cause are urged
to wear jeans and a white t-shirt on this day. Stickers will also be made
available for those wishing to show solidarity. If you have any questions
or concerns feel free to contact our class.
Respectfully,
Contemporary Issues Class
Their first announcement (3/3/05) which was read over the intercom said:
“Jones is hosting a day of solidarity and awareness about homosexuality
and homophobia. All students are encouraged to wear jeans and white TShirt on Thursday, March 10 to show support for the gay, lesbian,
bisexual, and transgender people in our community. Thank you.
”

The second announcement (3/7/05) was shared at faculty meeting, but not read
over the intercom:
The Contemporary Issues Class would like to invite you to participate in a
day of solidarity on March 10th. This day is to show support and
encourage tolerance and non-discrimination of everyone regardless of
sexual orientation. If you would like to participate please wear jeans and a
white t shirt. We respect the views of others and their right to participate
or not without judgment and we ask that everyone else does the same.
The third announcement (4/11/05) brought to the principal who said that the
students could not make it over the intercom.
On April 13, 2005, the Contemporary Issues class would like to welcome
participation in a Day of Solidarity and tolerance of all people regardless of
sexual orientation. Those wishing to participate should wear jeans and a
white t-shirt. Stickers will also be made available for expressions of
solidarity.
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APPENDIX F
WORDING FOR SAFE SPACE STICKER POSTERS
Recently, the Jones Gay-Straight Alliance invited teachers to display Safe Space
stickers either on their doors or in a prominent place in their classrooms. These
stickers represent a commitment to help end discrimination against gay, lesbian,
bisexual, and transgendered (GLBT) students, and a common belief that the
classroom should be a comfortable and respectful environment for students of all
sexual orientations.
Teachers who display stickers will:
•
•
•

Not allow potentially harmful comments regarding sexual orientation to be
made in their classrooms.
Avoid non-inclusive language that might hurt or alienate GLBT students.
Not assume the sexual orientation of any student.
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APPENDIX G
LETTER FOR SOLIDARITY DAY JANUARY 2006
Solidarity Day
Sponsored by the Jones Gay-Straight Alliance (GSA)
January 26, 2006
Dear members of the Jones community,
Last year, Jones Junior and Senior High School held its first Solidarity Day.
Students and faculty within the Jones community were invited to wear jeans and
a white shirt to show a commitment to ending discrimination against gay, lesbian,
bisexual, and transgendered (GLBT) people. We are continuing this tradition this
year by hosting another Solidarity Day later this week.
The goal of Solidarity Day is to demonstrate that Jones maintains an
atmosphere of respect and tolerance towards people of all sexual orientations.
Solidarity Day is not about politics, personal beliefs, or one's own sexual
orientation. Participation does not presuppose people's views on sexual
orientation and related issues, such as gay marriage. Rather, it is only about
expressing a belief that GLBT people should not have to experience
discrimination, especially in the school environment.
Students who wish to participate in Solidarity Day may wear jeans and a
white shirt to school on Thursday, January 26th. Ribbons will also be sold before
school and during lunch for $0.25 apiece.
Participation in Solidarity Day is completely voluntary. A student will not be
judged for his or her decision to either participate or not participate in the event.
Solidarity Day is about showing respect, and therefore we ask that no one
make assumptions about someone's beliefs or orientation, or target any students
in any way. Last year, the Jones community responded maturely and respectfully
to Solidarity Day. We expect this year to be just as successful.
Thank you,
The Jones GSA
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APPENDIX H
ARTICLE IN THE EDITORIAL SECTION OF THE DECEMBER 2005 EDITION
OF THE SCHOOL NEWSPAPER
“Safe Space Stickers” Pro and Con
Safe Space Stickers” Pro and Con
Pro: by Brenda and Nora
Jones aims
to be a place where everyone
can feel comfortable and
welcome. At any school,
students and teachers
exchange ideas on a daily
basis, and in order to make
the most of each student’s
learning experience, it is
important for everyone to
keep an open mind. Respect
and tolerance are essential
factors contributing to the
success of this goal.
Recently, the Jones Gay
Straight Alliance gave out
Safe Space stickers to all of
the faculty members, with an
invitation to display the
stickers in a prominent place
in their classroom, in order to
show their dedication to
tolerance of and non¬
discrimination against gay,
lesbian, bisexual, and
transgendered (GLBT)
students at Jones. For
teachers who put up their
stickers, they are making a
commitment to do their best
to make their classroom a
safer and more tolerant space
for GLBT students. This
means that teachers will not
use or allow discriminatory
language and behavior in
their classrooms and around
the school. One question that
has been asked frequently is

why these stickers
specifically apply to the
GLBT community. In the
past, there have been
different social movements
applying to discrimination
based on race, ethnicity,
gender, and religion.
However, sexual orientation
is an issue that is just
beginning to be publicly
addressed. Many people are
still uncomfortable with
acknowledging and labeling
discrimination based on
sexual orientation, while they
might be more confident
about standing up against
discrimination based on other
causes without fear of being
judged because of it. In our
society, hetero-sexuality is
the accepted norm, and
because sexual orientation
cannot be easily determined
by appearance or behavior, it
is often assumed that
everyone in a community is
straight. However, this is not
true. By forgetting this
important fact, it is easy to
make comments in a
classroom that offend,
alienate, or exclude GLBT
students without even
meaning to. Even a comment
such as, “Do all the boys
have a girl they’re taking to
the dance yet?” can make a
GLBT student feel
uncomfortable or left out. It
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is important to remember that
everyone is different, and that
even if you don’t know about
it, there could be a student
who is hurt by an insensitive
remark. Because they are part
of the majority in society,
heterosexual students don’t
have to worry about being
made fun or physically
injured because of their
sexual orientation. It is often
taken for granted that their
sexual orientation does not
determine how they are
perceived by their fellow
students. For GLBT students,
this kind of security does not
exist. Thus, it is necessary
that everyone at Jones do
their part to make our school
into a place that upholds a
standard of tolerance and
equality for everyone.

Con
Student ‘08

Recently, stickers have been
showing up on doors and in
class-rooms around [school]. The
stickers are part of a promotion
of a “Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual,
and Transgender Safe-Zone”
pro-gram. The stickers are
supposedly placed there to make
people of different sexual
orientation feel comfortable in
school and also to re-mind others
that there are those
out there who are different from
them. I personally believe the
stickers are not just for this pur¬
pose, but actually go a bit
deeper. Why do we need a
sticker to re-mind us of these
things when we

are already fully aware that it
is out there? According to the
website promoted on the
sticker, www.glsen.org, 65%
of teens are verbally and
physically bullied every year.
When the statistic is broken
down, 39% of these teens
admit to being teased only for
their size, looks, or other
physical at-tributes. 33% of
these admit to
being teased solely for their
sexual orientation. It may be
only a 6% difference, but it
shows that bullying is
common in schools and
GLBT’s are not the only
targets. A sticker does not
cure this, because
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no sticker will. The issue of
bullying and harassment is
one as old as time itself.
Why not simply make a
sticker that promotes safety
for everyone? A sticker
against bullying period.
There are many people who
are afraid of going to
school because of bullies,
but we don’t see stickers all
over for those people.
Don’t get me wrong, I have
no problems with those
who have
a different sexual
orientation. I can be friends
with them, hang out with
them, and have no problem.
I also have no problem that
the sticker is trying to
promote a safe environment
for GLBT’s, but what is it
really accomplishing?

APPENDIX I
METAPHORS IN CONTEXT: “ROCK THE BOAT”
“Rocking the boat”
1. Nora “ Some people believe that we should not rock the boat here at
[school]. I think that although [school] may seem “steady” right now, it’s
not really preparing naive students for the world of varying sexual
orientations, and is certainly very unwelcoming to GLBT’s. There has
always been a first time and I think that solidarity day is a perfect
opportunity. It will also help us figure out how [school] may react to other
events that may in the future be put on by a GSA. It will show us where
[schools lacking and where it is strong.”
2. Orleana: “Students in the Jones School District get taught common
morals from day one. I cannot fathom how many times a student is told
the golden rule or preached to about tolerance...We get this ideal perfect
human ideology forced on us. Our school grinds that stuff into us but
when it comes to preaching tolerance about homosexuality it seemed like
the administration didn’t want to get its hands dirty. It was too scandalous
a topic. Jones can’t rock the boat.”
3. Lauren: “We should have a Day of Solidarity at our school. I believe we
have the right to do it too. Sure [principal] is looking out for the wellbeing
of those who do not want to participate. WE need to rock the boat as
Jane and Antonio stated.”

4. Carlos: “I think we should go on with this day anyways...The big concern
is that the people who don’t participate will be targeted. I don’t know why
we are so concerned about these people. We are worried about those
stupid people who are going to be targets for a day, a week, a month, or at
most a year. How can we ignore all the GLBT people in our community.
They have been targets for so long and we need to change that. We can’t
just let that happen anymore.I think that it is time that we rock the
boat now.”
5. Jack, a Freshman, wrote: “Why we are doing it
• To raise awareness of our GLBT community
• To show support for the GLBT community
• Rock the boat!
• To prove that the GLBT community is equal.”
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APPENDIX J
DOMAIN ANALYSIS: “ROCK THE BOAT”

Table 4: Domain Analysis: “Rock the Boat”
Why rock the boat?

•
•

•
•
•

•
Who rocks the boat?
How does one rock the
boat?
What is rocking the
boat?
Where do we rock the
boat?
What might happen if
you rock the boat?

What might happen if
you don’t rock the boat?

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•

Because that is the purpose of the Day of
Solidarity.
Because GLBT people have been targets for so
long and we need to change that. We can’t just
let that happen anymore.
We need to rock the boat.
There has always been a first time and 1 think
that solidarity day is a perfect opportunity.
It will also help us figure out how [school] may
react to other events that may in the future be
put on by a GSA.
It will show us where [school]is lacking and
where it is strong.”
We rock the boat (6)
Jones can’t rock the boat
Have a Day of Solidarity(2)
Not let the LGBT people be targets anymore
Preach tolerance about homosexuality
Have a Day of Solidarity(2)
Not let the LGBT people be targets anymore
Preach tolerance about homosexuality
Jones
School
It might unsteady Jones
The administration might get its hands dirty with
this scandalous topic
Those who don’t participate might be teased
Those who don’t participate may be targeted.
it’s not really preparing naive students for the
world of varying sexual orientations, and is
certainly very unwelcoming to GLBT’s.
The GLBT people will continue to be targeted
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APPENDIX K
MIDDLE SCHOOL SURVEYS

Figure 2: Middle School Surveys

Being LGBT Is Healthy and Normal
Peers (n=86)

Unsure
31%

Disagree
37%
Strongly Agree||
0%

Strongly
Disagree
23%

Agree
9%

Me (n=86)

Disagree
19%

Unsure
26%

Strongly Agree
17% ^
Agree
23%
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Strongly
Disagree
15%

I would be accepting toward a close friend or
family member who is LGBT
Peers (n=86)

Disagree

Me (n=85)

Disagree
11%

Unsure
20%
Strongly
Disagree
11%

Strongly
Agree
32%

Agree
26%
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LGBT people should have the same rights as
straight people
Peers (n=85)

Disagree
20%

Unsure
40%

Strongly Agree
14%
Agree
18%

Strongly
Disagree
8%

Me (n=85)
Unsure
11%
Disagree
9%

Strongly
Disagree

6%
Agree
27%

Strongly
Agree
47%

221

APPENDIX L
DOMAIN ANALYSIS: “SOLIDARITY DAY”

Table 5: Domain Analysis: “Solidarity Day”
What is Solidarity Day?

•
•

•
•
•
•
•

•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

When is Solidarity Day?

Why Solidarity Day?

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

wear jeans and a white t shirt to show
support for GLBT’s
to show a commitment to ending
discrimination against gay, lesbian,
bisexual, and transgendered (GLBT)
people
Awareness
Encourage tolerance
Non-discrimination
showing respect
to show support and encourage
tolerance and non-discrimination of
everyone regardless of sexual
orientation
talks with the middle schoolers
not about acceptance, but about
tolerance - not hurting people or being
discriminatory
Support
in support of all things related to
homosexuality
“Gay Day”
taking action
something that is put out in the open for
everyone to see
come together as a group
expressing a belief that GLBT people
should not have to experience
discrimination, especially in the school
environment.
March 10
Postponed
April 22
National Day of Silence
Do it again next year
Every year
Give people a chance to see how open
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•
•
•
•
•

•

•

•
•

•

•
•
•

Who is involved in Solidarity
Day?

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•

and how tolerant a community [school]
is.
We should do it
we have the right to do it too.
unite against discrimination and the
violent effects of homophobia
Show support for LGBT people in our
community
to demonstrate that Jones maintains an
atmosphere of respect and tolerance
towards people of all sexual orientations
to show support and encourage
tolerance and non-discrimination of
everyone regardless of sexual
orientation
Force [at least] one person to
reconsider their views , and lead a more
tolerant accepting life.”
It showed the town we were ready to
change and that we wanted to.”
There has always been a first time and 1
think that solidarity day is a perfect
opportunity.
It will also help us figure out how
[school] may react to other events that
may in the future be put on by a GSA.
It will show us where [schooljis lacking
and where it is strong.”
[school] is certainly very unwelcoming to
GLBT’s.
to demonstrate that Jones maintains an
atmosphere of respect and tolerance
towards people of all sexual orientations
People
for who ever wanted at [school]
All students
If you would like to participate
Faculty
Everyone
Not middle school
High school students
everybody involved in this day or the
GSA isn’t a gay, lesbian, bisexual, or
transgender.
you can be an ally and support it.
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•
•
Why not Solidarity Day?

•

•

•
•

•

•

Voluntary
Students and faculty within the Jones
community
Principal and the majority of the faculty
did not agree with the purpose of the
day
teachers/facultv (some), reallv don’t
want this dav to happen. Includinq
[principal"!.
Some unable to see beyond political
and religious issues
they forget that they are not including
some groups and that is why 1 objected
to the term “solidarity” (S)
now it looked like we had 2 factions in
the school when 1 don’t think that we do
(S)
afraid of the backlash against students
who didn’t participate

Domain Analysis(Coffey and Atkinson, 1996, 99) of “Solidarity Day” from
students’ writing, class conversations and staff interviews (marked by S).
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APPENDIX M
CONTEMPORARY ISSUES STUDENTS’ DEFINITIONS OF “ACTION”
Lauren: Action, to me, means standing up for what you believe in and letting
other people know what you believe. Action is doing something, instead of being
quiet and letting your ideas and views get passed by. Action looks like someone
who teaches others, speaks up and talks about issues.
Nora Action can be as monumentous as participating in an enormous political
rally or it can be as simple as correcting someone who uses oppressive speech
in the hallway...Action is educating peers and standing up for those who are
being discriminated against. One may not have changed the world in defending
a gay student who was being harassed, but one has certainly made a difference
to someone somewhere, whether it be on a political, societal, or personal
level...Our actions did not seem monumental to me at the time - they did not
bring on Gay Rights legislation or wipe the phrase “that’s so gay” from every
Jones’ student’s mouth - but they did affect students on an individual level,
helping them to rethink their interpretations of homosexuality. It also proved to
the staff that many Jones students are not willing to simply sit down and watch
injustice take place.
Jane: Action can be described as something you do, when you see something
wrong in the world.
Steve: Action can be anything that is done to accomplish a goal...Action looks
like people making strides at something. You cannot “see action” but you can
see people doing actions. I think our contemporary issues class was full of
taking actions. WE had to make a lot of things happen before we could have our
day of solidarity, and it took a lot of different actions to finally accomplish that
goal successfully. Our homework during our gay rights unit was to go home and
think about how we could successfully put our day together. Our “actions” at
home were about thinking and preparing the rest of the unit.
Antonio: Action can be something that is put out in the open for everyone to see,
like our day of solidarity and the subsequent talk with the middle school. It can
also be something not as profound, such as the poster we made, or the talks we
had with [principal] about the day itself. Also, action can be just the discussions
we have in class that expand our knowledge about topics. Action can look like
many different things, just as long as something comes out of it. I thought very
highly of the actions we took in Contemporary Issues class.
Anwar: I think that anything done physically in attempt to accomplish a goal
would be considered action. Action can be obvious, someone protesting an
issue of an event. Or it could be passive, someone wearing a t-shirt that
expresses their ideas. I think people focus more on the obvious, active forms of
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action when defining the word, so we must be careful not to ignore the other
forms. I think it’s just as active to refuse to do something as it is to actively go
out and express ideas.
Carlos: [action] can just be verbally confronting people when they say
homophobic slurs and it can also be our day of solidarity. An action usually is to
raise your voice against any injustice or things you disagree with. Our opponents
on the day of Solidarity also took action by voicing their opinion and opposing us.
They took actions to stop us from doing this. We also took action by keep on
going and not giving up. The only difference is the perspective...! took an action
by talking to people who used homophobic slurs. I talked to them about what
they really meant.
Jack: to me, action is taking a step towards what you believe in. It’s not just
thinking about something or coming up with a plan, but actually following through
with what you thought about or the plan that you came up with. Anyone can just
sit there and think of something that would be good for society as a whole, but it
takes someone dedicated to actually do something.
Katie: Action, to me is looking at both sides of an issue, evaluating an opinion
about the topic and then asserting that opinion. I think that for action to be
considered action something has to be accomplished as well. I became a lot
more aware about letting people know that I wasn’t OK with them saying things
like “that’s so gay,” particularly my friends.
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